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Colors can tell you who’s going to end up winning. It’s why we beat the team from Miami. 
Dallas is blue and Miami is the Heat so they’re red. Blue is always better than red. Dallas used to 
be green. That’s why they used to lose so much. Then they switched their outfits to blue and 
began to win. But they were lucky too. They were lucky every time the ball went in when they 
were at the free throw line. And I always prayed for them. The night before a game I would pray 
that they would win before I fell asleep.  
 On TV the men in the suits surround The Big German and rest of the Dallas players with 
their great blue jerseys. They won in Miami so they’re presenting the trophy to them there. It’s 
gold. Gold always means you’ve won. All of the Miami fans on TV are angry that they’ve lost 
and it makes the win better for us. My mom is from Florida. It will be fun to remind her that she 
lost this time. He isn’t from Dallas or Texas either. He’s from North Carolina but he’s lived here 
longer than I have. I thought he would be more excited that Dallas won. His face hasn’t done 
anything. His lips are still and his head is down. I think he should at least smile. I cheer for him 
though. I shout that Dallas won several times and I raise my voice each time until I believe I am 
actually excited. The TV is showing pictures of Dallas and of all the fans who are there watching 
the game. They’re throwing blue and white confetti all around the court. I’ve never been around 
confetti before. It looks like it tastes good. The little shiny flakes are probably sugary and sweet 
and they throw it in the air so you can catch it on your tongue just like how I imagine snow is. 
He is still slumped on the couch. He says it’s good that Dallas won. It seems like he doesn’t care 
that for the first time we are winners. It’s probably because he’s from Carolina. He could still 
celebrate the win though. I want to ask him if we can go out to downtown and watch the 
celebration. I know that it will probably be loud and we’ll have to drive there and I know the ride 
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will be long. But I know the colors from the fireworks show will make everything better. We 
could see Dallas finally win and see a fireworks show in the same day. Then everyone could die 
happy. So I ask him and he says yes.  
 The black spikes scratch at my head. I try to wiggle. He tells me not to move. He always 
brushes my hair too hard. Always harder than my mom does. But I don’t cry anymore when his 
hand pushes down and away. I’ve learned to take the pain. Men are supposed to brush their hair 
and I wonder how long until I can do it myself. I know I can do it if I ever get a chance but they 
always do it for me. That’s their job. They do everything for me until I can do everything for 
myself. I still call them for help sometimes but I’m stopping now. But there are some things I 
can’t stop. Like hand holding. Sometimes I can break free of my mom’s hand but his hands I 
can’t break free of. And they never let go. Sometimes I do like the feel of his hand. It’s always 
dry and I can feel all the edges around his fingers. Sometimes I’ll grab their hand tighter when I 
don’t want them to be done with their job. I’m afraid they might move on to something else. But 
sometimes I want to show them that I don’t need them. 
 I make sure that I have everything before we go downtown. Water. Hat. And keys. He 
reminds me to check again like he always does. I pray that there isn’t anything wrong with my 
blue Dallas shirt and tan shorts. He would tell and then he would tell me to fix it. That’s why I 
don’t tell him things. I don’t tell him when his zipper is down or when his shirt is untucked or 
tell him when I can see it ripping apart. He doesn’t know these things and it makes me smile. He 
used to always be perfect. I couldn’t find a mistake when I looked at him. But now I see them 
and I keep them to myself. He has on his black shoes and black jeans, and black shirt. Nothing is 
wrong with any of it. He’s still getting skinnier though and sometimes I can see the outline of his 
ribs. I remember when I used to have to stretch my arms wide to hug him because he was so big. 
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But that changed with a lot of things. Touching the cross never stopped though. No matter where 
he goes he always holds it in his hands for a few seconds before leaving and prays in silence. He 
grabs it now. His big fingers feel the outstretched arms and the legs that drop straight down. He 
puts it back and grabs my hand. 
 As soon as we open the door there is hot air all around us. It makes you want to go back 
inside but being outside is always better than being at his house. It’s actually an apartment but 
it’s still his house. It’s not like my mom’s which used to be our house back when we all lived 
together. Everything is smaller in his apartment. And there are markings. Black and crusty 
markings that go up the walls and get on dishes. Markings I haven’t gotten used to. There’s one 
that’s long like a scar on the kitchen tiles. I say “I know I can I know I can I know I can” and 
close my eyes and jump over it. There are cracks on the walls. They make it look like everything 
is about to crumble down. Cockroaches will come out of them and scurry down to the floor. I 
hate them because they’re small and red. They scare me when they sit up on the walls and do 
nothing and I scream when they come to the ground and zig zag through the carpet. He says men 
aren’t supposed to be afraid of bugs. Men aren’t supposed to be afraid of a lot of things. I try to 
crunch them with my shoes. He doesn’t though. He catches them and throws them outside and 
then they come back through all the cracks and holes. That’s the one good thing about his 
apartment. It has lots of good places to hide in. I’m the best at hiding. And I’m the best at getting 
lost. From under the stairs or behind the fans I’ll sit and watch all the people I’m lost from. I hide 
and I get lost. Then I smile when he tries to find me. 
 We pack into his Ford F150 pickup. It’s not the car he had before. He used to drive a gold 
BMW. They called it a “champagne” BMW. But I called it what it was. Gold. The Ford is old 
and beat up. It’s blue but it’s never as good as its color. The paint is peeling in some spots. Inside 
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the seat fabric is ripping apart. The soft stuff that surrounds the steering wheel comes apart in 
chunks sometimes and you can see the skinny skeleton of the wheel. There’s no AC in the truck. 
Instead it leaks out a white mist that comes up green on the windshield and blinds both of us. The 
other drivers are lucky they don’t have to have green on their windshield. He can fix it though. 
Every day he comes out after the sunset and lays his hands on the grease and oil of the engine 
until he’s healed the heater core and cured the carbonator. Sometimes I’m scared that it will 
break down and leave us stranded and I’ll have to help fix it. More and more I’ve had to help 
him fix things. Moving things that are too heavy for me and keeping small things that I know I’ll 
lose. And it’s just us now. There’s no one to blame but me. 
 I can hear the tackle box filled with bait and beer and our two fishing poles rattle in the 
back of the truck as we drive towards the highway. My rod is the one with the faded red spool 
casing. His is all black with bits of silver. The first day he went out with the black rod was the 
happiest I’ve seen him. He set his alarm the night before with a smile. We had to wake up at five 
AM to do “good fishing.” When he came in I tried to pretend I was still asleep or dead. But he 
was too excited. He was how I used to be when Christmas came. Back when I had just one in one 
house. Back when he would put presents under the tree and I knew all I had to do was wake up 
one of them to get to the presents. He smiled when he got to the store and spent thirty minutes 
choosing the bait he wanted. He bought a big bag of worms. I prayed I didn’t have to hold any in 
my hand. He smiled as he put on pair of black rubber boots. He smiled as he took the sliver of 
metal through the wormy stomach. He smiled as he casted his line in. And he smiled as he 
waited. All I did was look at him and hold my pole and pretend it was something else and wish I 
were somewhere else. I hated the color of the lake. The sun was too bright and when it hit the 
water it would turn it into the color of gravy. There was only the black of his line to look at. It 
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was as still as the water. But he let it sit. I wondered how long he would wait. I wondered why he 
didn’t just move to a different spot. I wondered what made him believe he was going to catch 
something. Then the line sunk. The rod bent so it made a hook pointing to the lake. His feet slid 
at first but then he planted them and it was like he was on top of the water. The sun hitting him 
from behind made him look like a ghost. Yellowy scales popped out into the sky and then 
crashed back down. I could see as it splashed around that it was big and wide like a legless black 
horse or an oak tree with gills. But he was stronger and he was a man. He began to reel it in as he 
walked backwards and fought against the wind. Water sprinkled off its fins as it wiggled in the 
air. He pulled it to the ground where it flopped on the grass. Then he picked it up and gave it to 
me to hold. It was green and slippery in my hands. It was just one but it felt as big as a hundred 
and fifty three fish. He told me to hold him by the mouth. It was harder than I thought it’d be. I 
looked at his eyes. They looked glued on. The roof of his mouth came down on my thumb. It 
made him laugh. I threw the fish into the gravy.  He smiled as he told the story when we drove 
home. He smiled when he told my mom. He smiled all day and I never told him that I didn’t like 
fishing.  
*** 
We pull onto the highway. 190 is always empty. You can see all the lights around town really 
good because there aren’t a lot of other cars on the road. When the cops are chasing someone 
down you can see the angry reds and bright blues of their sirens from miles away. They barely 
stay separate and they make a purple color. It’s my mom’s favorite. I wonder if that’s why she 
likes to call the cops a lot. She called them when there was a stray dog that slept near our garage. 




We take the exit to 635. There’s traffic everywhere. We’re barely able to get into the 
highway. I do what I usually do and watch the highway signs as we move across it. I’ve always 
been trying to figure out the highway. I want to know what the numbers on the sign mean. If I 
can understand them I can become lost. I could ask him. He knows how everything works. He’s 
psychic too. He knows where everything is. If I ever lose anything he either finds it or tells me 
where it is. It first happened when I lost my keys. He told me to look in the car. His face and his 
voice told me that he knew. I found them in the back of the gold BMW. I wondered how he 
knew but it didn’t matter.  I’ve never stopped believing since then. I don’t tell anyone he’s 
psychic. It’s something that he only uses for me. Just for me. If I ask him he would tell me. But I 
don’t want him to tell me. I want to figure it out for myself. I’ve never wanted to know 
everything like him. That’s what my mom hates about him. 
  We pass the state fair as we go downtown. It’s the Garland exit. The state fair comes in 
October. We get a day off of school just for it and we always go. We even went with my mom. 
We always park our car in the same place. It’s an old man’s house and we park right on his lawn 
and he gives him money. That’s what he likes. Finding good parking spots and fishing. His lips 
smile and he walks out with his chest puffed out and as we walk to the fair he says you have to 
know little things to get yourself through life. My mom would sigh as she walked behind us and 
then she would pray.  
I never liked the fair before I saw the colors. It’s always crowded and the rides are never 
as good as they look. The speed makes your stomach churn and everyone down below becomes a 
blur as you go around on the cars. Yells and screams fill up the air from the rides and you have to 
put your hand over your ears. Mom never rode the rides with us. She always looked on from 
below until she became blurry. There are lines for everything. There’s always a trash can next to 
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you that over flows with half eaten food. You can always taste the sweet garbage in the air. Bugs 
fly all around the trash and in your ears. The games there always cheat. I’ve never won anything 
playing the ring toss or the baseball throw. He was able to win at the fishing game once. They 
were plastic but he found the one with the gold token in its mouth. He got a blue Tar Heels ball. 
He gave it to my mom and she gave it to me. It was a light blue but it still looked nice. It got a 
giant lump on it one day. He tried to squeeze it in and tape it down but I knew he wouldn’t be 
able to fix it.  
The last time we went was the last time Mom was with us. They got loud with each other. 
It was under the Ferris wheel. Mom’s hair glowed in the light. It made her look like a ghost. I put 
my hands all around my ears. He tried to become quiet and stop the yelling and the fighting and 
the arguing. But I knew he wouldn’t be able to fix it.  
I walked to where I couldn’t see them and I couldn’t hear them. I followed the thick 
orange and black wires on the ground until I got lost. Then I found the lights. White bulbs from 
the twist-o-rama came down from the sky and cut holes through the darkness. They guided me to 
the field where we watch the fireworks at before we leave. Fireworks are always too loud. Their 
explosions make a sharp popopopop sound in my head. Men aren’t supposed to be afraid of 
fireworks. I always turned away though. But that night I knew they wouldn’t be as loud as they 
were. I watched the explosions turn into spider webs in the sky. Then the colors came. They 
separated the fair lights from the dark of the sky. Blues brighter than the sky and ocean shot out. 
Greens burst into the tops of trees with the color of grass. It looked like the sun was rising when 
yellows exploded. Thin purple feathers flew in. Oranges blew up like puff fish. The gold ones 
were the best though. They came in and lit up everyone’s faces in the fair. It was quiet in the 
colors. Everything stopped and everything became better. They found me after. They hugged and 
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kissed and yelled at me. I didn’t want to ever leave after that. I wanted to stay lost. On the way 
home they told me to never leave them again. Two weeks after that they told me they were going 
to start living in separate houses. It was storming outside but the lightning was quiet when he 
spoke. He told me that they would always love me. I never brought my head up like a man is 
supposed to. I just stared at his red tie. I wanted to cut it off.  
*** 
I always know we’re in Dallas because of the tall building that has the green light all around it. I 
look through the window to see all the different places and all their different shapes. Triangles 
and columns and arcs. They hang down banners and flags from them and there are lights 
attached to all of them. I see the arboretum sign as we pass through the financial district. Right 
behind that is his favorite bait shop. It’s the one that always gets him to smile. I look at him when 
we pass it. His lips stay still. The ugly red cross that sits on the grass next to the museum goes by 
as we drive into the art district. All the apartments here look different than the other ones I’ve 
seen. He tells me that they’re actually called “lofts.” The ones I look at are painted white and 
black with an orange dot on each side. I bet there are lots of good hiding spots inside. I wonder 
why he didn’t get an apartment there. Across the street I can see the tower with the dome on top 
that’s lit like a sun and fills the sky so it doesn’t even look like night. I want to go up and touch it 
with my hand and watch it turn gold. Down the street from that is the Dallas stadium. We park in 
one of the lots outside the bridge. All the people who are lucky get to park closer. We get out of 
the truck and listen to the cheers in the sky. He doesn’t puff his chest out.  
 We’ll have to walk awhile to get to the stadium. There are people walking ahead of us 
who are excited and have sweaty faces. The first thing he does when he gets out is make sure the 
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fishing rods are out of the back. He puts them into the front and locks the door. He says that 
anyone could steal them because they’re good rods and because they’re the only ones he has left. 
He used to have more rods but he sold them after he moved from my mom’s house. He sold them 
so he could buy me sketchbooks and pencil shaders. I wasn’t supposed to know. But it was easy 
to figure out. I got sketch books and pencils and he had fewer fishing rods. I wait for him and 
then he grabs my hand and I let him take me as I feel the dry edges.  
The more we walk the greyer everything becomes. Only a few blades of grass and shrub 
are able to peek out of the cracks of the concrete. There’s graffiti littered all around the bridge.  
I’ve never liked the look of graffiti. All the colors look faded out. The plain red ones are the 
worst. We finally cross the bridge and I’m tired but I keep going because I repeat it in my head (I 
know I can I know I can I know I can). We reach the crowd along the sidewalks and I can see the 
stadium if I turn my head. Cameras from the news surround the street and people are yelling in 
the background and showing off the blue and white of their Dallas shirts. He is perfectly still in 
black. He doesn’t even smile or let out a yell when the floats pass. So I yell for him.  
There’s a beat as the float comes down the street. The drums are loud but it’s easy to 
listen to as I get the hang of the rhythm (bom, bom, bom, bom, tssh chec chec). The band playing 
comes out in blue and white but they aren’t celebrating. They have faces like him. The drums 
they are playing on are white with shiny silver lines all around their bases. I watch the men in the 
band hats blow into them and move their fingers on the keys. Some of the horns are held straight 
out with three things on top. Some hang down like a golden elephant nose. They all explode into 
Daaaaaaaa, Daaaaaaaaaaa, Daaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaa. The cheerleaders are also on board. I look 
at him to see if he is watching me look at them. I don’t think I’m supposed to look at them. 
They’re wearing short white shorts and shirts that cut off a little higher than their belly button. 
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They’re shaking their bodies and the sparkly balls they have at the end of their hands. They look 
delicious. The float with the mascots comes down the street. We get pushed further down as the 
crowd comes. Lucky tall people block my view. Their pants and shirts blind me. He picks me up 
and sets me on his shoulder and now I see it all. The float passes by and I can see all the 
basketball faces and horse heads as they pass by. I hear the sizzle of a sparking firework getting 
lit. The whistle in the air goes above our heads. I tell him to look and I point at the shooting 
rocket. I want him to see because I know it will make things better. The explosions go off. The 
gold ones come out first. But the color isn’t right. It’s pale and nearly see-through. I look down 
to see his face. The color washes over him and all the lines of his face sit still. Blue ones pop out. 
They’re too dark though. They fade into the sky so you barely see it. Reds and oranges light the 
sky on fire like the buildings all around us are about to collapse. The parade disappears down the 
street as the last fireworks go off. The float leaves trails of confetti. It’s just colored paper in my 
hands. I look down. His face is still the same.  Nothing has changed.  
We walk back to the truck and I forget how far we have to walk. I want him to take my 
hand and guide me along. I always get tired when I’m sad. And when I’m tired I always get 
hungry. All he has at home is tuna fish and old spaghetti. I ask him if we can go to Braums. I 
know he won’t have any extra money until the beginning of the week but I ask anyway. He 
surprises me when he says yes and I get in the truck with a smile. 
The highway is clear and we get on 635 and head towards Mesquite. I’ve only seen 
Mesquite in passing before. It’s flat and open. The only lights I see are the ones coming from the 
restaurant street signs. The more we pull away from the lights the darker it gets. There’s nothing 
but blackness on the road now. I hold on to my seat belt tightly. We pull up to the parking lot of 
a store and I read the crusty red and yellow sign that says “Pawn Shop.” I wonder if they sell 
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those giant shrimp here. He gets the fishing rods out of the back of the truck. I don’t ask why. I 
just want to see. He grabs my hand as we go inside with his other hand carrying the rods. He 
talks to the pawn shop owner like he’s his best friend. All along the walls are old things. Tools 
and watches and old cameras that have lost their color. Stuff he would like. He and the pawn 
shop owner start talking about fishing and the rods. Both of their eyes light up. He hands the 
pawn shop owner one of the rods. The owner holds it like a sword. I know what’s going to 
happen. I want to grab the rods and hold them to my chest. But I don’t because I am a boy not a 
man. He takes the money. 
We walk by the door of a place that has neon signs. It buzzes red like blood. We walk 
back towards the truck. He goes to the back where the fishing rods aren’t and takes a beer out of 
the tackle box. He cracks the tab open and takes a sip. He drinks them because men drink beer 
and I know it tastes good because you have to be a man to drink them. He used to have a big 
refrigerator filled with different types. I’ve always wondered what the different colors mean. The 
dark ones probably tasted sweet. The yellowish ones were probably orange tasting. I also see 
ones in the store that are blue and green and pink. Those are probably the best ones. I ask him if I 
can have some of his and then I pray he says yes. He smiles and takes out my water bottle and 
pours it out. He adds just a little of his beer to my bottle. It is brown and clear like apple juice. 
The red neon sign hits my bottle so that it looks like the beer that you have to drink with those 
bowl glasses. I drink it in one gulp. It’s bitter and sour and I know it’s because of the redness. I 
want to spit it out. But that’s not what men do. I swallow it and stick out my tongue. He smiles 
and goes to the trash can to throw his out.  
 The neighborhood we drive through is unfamiliar to me but he keeps asking me if I know 
where we are. I wonder if we’re lost. But I don’t understand how I can be lost when I’m with 
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him. We pull into a street next to a house that’s dead. Its two window eyes have no light in them 
and its mouth is tightly shut. There are two beams coming out from the top below the roof. One’s 
fallen down. Next to where the steps lead up is a stump with its dried octopus legs rooted to the 
ground. Dusty green grass and faded wish weeds cover the rest of the lawn. When I get out of the 
truck I see that the bricks are colorless. Just black and white. He takes my hand and we walk up 
the steps and I see the circles in the stump where the rest of the tree used to be. I watch his face 
as he looks at the house. He tells me we stayed here when I was little. He tells me I was born 
here. But I don’t remember. Nothing looks familiar and I wonder if he’s lying. But he never lies 
to me. He lets us into the backyard. He stoops down and feels the wood of the fences with his 
hands. They’re split and torn now. He points to the shed where he built all these old and broken 
things. He points to the kitchen and the family room where the cross probably sat and my 
bedroom that used to have my crib and that used to be empty before that. He remembers 
everything with a smile. I wonder if Mom would smile too. I wonder if they were happier here. 
Before I was alive. They’ve always been loud. I’ve always remembered them being loud. But I 
wonder if they were happier. And quiet. Back when they didn’t have to hold my hand and hear 
me cry and take care of me. I look inside the house. It’s empty with just the walls and hallways 
inside it. I bet there were lots of good places to get lost in.  
He stops staring at the house and we walk back to the truck. He tells me that he would 
have loved to watch Dallas win here. I take one last look at it through the glass as we drive off.  
The Braums sign is tall in the air. The blue “B” is bright at night. We pull into the 
parking lot and I unfasten my seat belt as quickly as I can. I go inside and get in line and order 
what I want. A strawberry sundae. He doesn’t get anything. He just pays. We sit down and wait 
the long wait until we finally get to pick up the order. I dig into my ice cream slowly at first and 
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then I begin to take in more. I stop about halfway through and stare at the rest of my bowl. Inside 
it looks like a field of snow and there are cuts where it lets out drops of bloody jam like there’s a 
beating strawberry heart buried beneath. Rivers of bleeding from the wounds connect into thin 
peppermint stripes that twist every way like a highway. Some of it swarms together and it makes 
a pink lake in the center of the bowl where the slopes come down from the top like they’re 
protecting a little town with buildings and houses made of ice cream and decorated with patches 
of snowcapped roses. I move my spoon just a little bit and I topple it all over. The buildings fall 
and mountains avalanche the houses. I keep swirling. Red streaks take over the bowl until there’s 
nothing else left. And then I remember I don’t like red and it’s too much red for me to eat. I 
smack the spoon against the bowl and I think about throwing it away or telling him I’m not 
hungry. But I see his face. His lips still and his head down. I take the spoon and get a large heap 
and put it in my mouth. I eat it like the color isn’t there. Like the red is nothing. I close my eyes. 
I see his face. I put more on my spoon and eat and eat and eat. The sound of popping fireworks 
comes from outside. I take his hand and we go outside to see. He puts me on his shoulders. The 
air cracks and pops but I don’t see the colors and I want to cry but I can’t with his arms holding 
me so tight.     
 There’s a loud boom sound as we get back on the road. He pulls over. It’s the right side 
tire. He gets the jack out of the back and raises the truck up. It looks like it’s going to collapse. 
He gives me the flash light from the back to shine on the tire while he takes the hub cap off with 
a screwdriver. He hands it to me. I’m going to hold the lug nuts. I pray they’re not heavy. He 
gets the tire iron and sighs when he can’t find it. Tiny metal squeaks come from the wheel as he 
begins untwisting them with his hand. He gets a deep black spot on his right palm and then one 
on his left. He hands the nuts to me. My hands shake under the hubcap as he adds more. I let it 
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slip. The nuts hit the ground and I lose them in the dark after they catch a flicker of light. He gets 
loud and tells me to go wait in the truck. Tears roll down my cheeks. I know men aren’t 
supposed to cry. I loop to the passenger side of the car and wait. But then I see a light. A glowing 
blue color in the sky. I walk towards it. I don’t know what it is. I just know that it’s something 
blue. Something better. I walk down the street and it gets darker. The street lights are all to the 
back of me. The blue begins to disappear. I keep walking to where it was but it’s just darkness 
now. The color is gone from the sky. I turn around to go back the way I came but I only see the 
blackness. More tears go down my cheeks. I start walking but I don’t know where I’m going. I 
say it in my head. I know I can I know I can I know I can. I don’t believe it but I say it anyway. 
A beam of gold shines upon me. It’s his light from the truck. He pulls up and opens the door for 
me. I climb in and he shuts the door. We drive for a few minutes and he’s quiet. We drive further 
and finally he tells me to never leave him again.  
 On the highway I stare at the darkness and watch the highway lights pass by. I always get 
sleepy when I look at them and when I’m sleepy I’m too weak to be strong. I ask him if we can 
go to mom’s to get my basketball shoes so I can play tomorrow. He asks if I really want them 
and I say yes. He flips the car around on one of the highway bridges and goes towards my mom’s 
house. I know men shouldn’t lie. And I know he knows I’m lying. But he does it anyway. On the 
other side the signs don’t move backwards. They go the way they’re supposed to. And I can 
pretend like it was back when we were both going to the same house. Back when we drove his 
gold BMW. Back when I didn’t have to act like a man. I get to go back to the way things were. 
Back to everything I know.   
 I can always recognize my mom’s house by the tree that’s growing in the front and the 
balls of light that go up to the front door and the skull white rocks that I used to collect by the 
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bushes. I’m tired so he puts me on his back as we walk up the path. I spread my arms wide to 
wrap around his shoulders and drop my legs straight. On my arms I feel the spots where his 
hands twisted the lug nuts like someone was trying to hammer them through his palms. He rings 
the door. The light from the sidewalk bulbs turns him purple. My mom answers in her white 
robe. As soon as she sees him she starts getting loud. It’s too late. He shouldn’t be here. I should 
be in bed. She yells so much that there’s spit on his cheek. He stays silent though. His lips still 
and his head down. 
I look inside to see all the pictures my mom has up. She still keeps the ones from our 
fishing trips. But she doesn’t have any from the day we went fishing after I knew that they were 
going to be living away from each other. We dug for worms that day. His gloves got dirty 
digging for what he couldn’t find. He told me everything was going to be ok. The sun was big 
and hot in the air and he forgot his hat. Sweat dripped like rain from his head all day. He told me 
everything was going to be ok. A snake slithered in the tall grass. He stomped on it with his boot. 
He told me everything was going to be ok. I stared at the red spool casing of my rod and wanted 
to throw it in the water. He told me everything was going to be ok. I watched his line sink to the 
bottom and stay there. Nothing bit. Nothing came to him. And yet he still believed.  
 My mom takes my hand and I climb off his back. Her hands are soft. I don’t know if I 
want him to say it or if I want to tell it to him now. And I know it would be easier for him to 
believe if he didn’t have to take care of me. If I didn’t need him. If I weren’t his son. But people 
say we look alike. And I wonder if I’ll like everything that he likes. I wonder if I’ll have to do 
everything does. I wonder when I’ll get to be a man like he is so he won’t have to be one for me. 
So I won’t have to be scared. So I won’t have to be a child. Then I could show them that I’m 
strong. But it’s hard to be a man.  
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I won’t see him again for three days.  He leans down and wraps his arms around me. He 
never has enough luck so I try to give him some of mine but I don’t know how. I try to pray for 
him but I don’t know a prayer strong enough. He gets up and turns around. But I still feel his 
arms around me. I look up at my father’s face and see his lips curve to a smile with his head up. 
And I know he’ll never let go. I see the blackness of shirt and pants walk down the steps and 
down to his truck. I don’t hear him say it so I say it for him. 


















Fall was breaking out of summer’s shell and pouring its yoke over every street. It was the time 
for red and gold paws to line every path and for the wind’s tongue to make itself known to every 
face. John Merrill felt it when he woke up and got dressed—the time to love and grow was 
closing and approaching. He had been drawing upside down arteries and waiting for names to fill 
them up with on his math sheets while he noted that the same fractions he slashed at in 6th grade 
were the same ones he was doing in 7th and the same ones he would do in 8th and that the dull, 
lame thunder of the artillery burst accompanying his parents arguing about when to spare the 
wick would follow all of them. Grabbing his book bag, he went out his room pressing his index 
and middle finger on his cheek and wondering if they were stripped of their skin if they would 
feel like lips. The whistle of the kettle cut through the kitchen, eternally signifying the blitz. 
Looking down, he saw someone had smashed their china and left Nagasaki on the kitchen tile, 
fragmented and teal. It was how it was in his textbooks: viewed from afar; stripped of depth, 
reality; and turned green. Turning left and wincing, he saw the dirty shakos in the sink, bloodied 
with marinara, as if the bayonet was only seconds removed. The flame from the stove was 
growing thick. Squinting so that he decapitated the spout, he saw the blue of the base, taken from 
the sky, engulfed in rising napalm. He stared and scratched his nose. How did he know that word 
again? 
 “Why can’t you clean the dishes once?” his mother said to his father.  
The sound of a drawer closing reverberated through the walls. Closing his eyes with a 
sigh, John went to the bathroom, sat on the toilet, and waited. It was easy enough for him to get 
caught in the crossfire in the hallway. 
 “You belong to me,” his father said. “For once just shut up and do what I say.” 
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One of them was going to take him to school—eventually—and when they did they 
would find him staring at the half-melted wax candle that rested on the top of the étagère, hoping 
it would make a noise—a tolling of a bell or anything that could drown. His father came into the 
doorway. He had on his suspenders, but didn’t respect the zephyrs of fall enough to wear a coat. 
John kicked the front of the toilet with the heel of his shoes.  
 “It’s my apartment,” his father began. “You do what I say. I don’t need to fucking hear it. 
What I say goes.” His father glanced at him. “Take the boy to school,” he snorted as he walked 
out.  
Green curlers bounced in his mother’s hair as she came through the doorway. It was the 
first time John had seen her all day. He brought his head down and stared at the tile. In two quick 
steps, she had him by the hands and forced his head up to look at hers. Her face always looked 
deflated in the morning, as if someone had just popped it with a needle. 
 “Once,” she said, shaking his hands, “not once can you actually stand up and fight for 
me.” 
She took him by the wrist and led him down the hall to the car. John sniffled as he was 
brought out to the fall air and let the whistling of the kettle ring in his ears. 
 Security guards and metal detectors were still outside the middle school. Two years ago 
they weren’t there, until one day they just popped up all over every school in Brooklyn. The 
absence of kiss was carried with him as he walked out his mother’s car. The kettle was still in his 
ears, still pushing stillborn clouds out in the air. Extending out of the gates, the line was 
particularly long and slow that day, but at the tail end, John was able to soak up the most of fall. 
That distinct crunch of a leaf getting stomped on by a shoe quieted his head, resounded in his 
bones, made his whole body feel as though it had taken a bite out of a green apple. He looked out 
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across the line. Kisses were being stolen, embraces were being held, and hands were being 
coupled, linking lovers with some strange new appendage. Erica Lemon, the blonde point guard 
who liked to chew gum and people said knew how to kiss with her tongue, was a few kids ahead 
of him. John put his index and middle finger on his cheek as he looked at the red leaf that had 
fallen on her hair. She unknowingly shook her head to the left and right. It stayed on. She walked 
a few steps and let it bounce—the stem still clung to her roots. It wasn’t until another hand had 
come and knocked it off that it finally descended. It was Michael DuPont. DuPont had gotten 
along with everyone. He had a way of laughing with his eyes closed that made people want to 
put their hands on him; other kids were constantly patting his shoulders or running fingers 
through his hair. Although, John couldn’t recall ever striking up a conversation with him. Awhile 
back, though—three months or so—a couple of kids—Dillon Beasley, Cole Dixson, Trevor 
Colton—had told him that DuPont was a Muslim. John learned a few weeks ago from an 
overheard conversation by some other kids that that was something bad. Later, another group of 
kids said that was the reason for the falling. Strange, as half-black and half-white was always 
what John remembered, though. As they walked past the guards, DuPont put his arm around 
Erica and stepped to her. John clenched his fist and tried to suffocate the wind with his fingers.    
 Mr. Wilhelm usually left class for only two reasons: to get coffee or to go pour water 
over his face and his bald head and talk to himself in the mirror. When he left without his mug, 
he pointed at John to take down names while he was gone. The teacher’s desk and chair was 
made available to the name taker, and so John hopped on and felt leather on his bottom. A smile 
came over his face as he pulled the lever up and ascended. He looked down at the picture in the 
teacher’s book. V-Day is what the caption said, followed by a picture of a sailor kissing a nurse, 
clutching her torso as if he was going to check it out at the supermarket. A whisper came from 
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the back of class as John got out his notebook. He let the sawing sound of paper being ripped 
from spiral fade and bleed into the silence of multiplication tables being filled in. Another 
whisper came from the back followed by a laugh. DuPont had his hand cupped around Erica’s 
ear. Block letters were used when John wrote his name down on the paper. A little bit of wood 
came off when he did so. Turning his head to the desk, DuPont glared when he heard the sound 
of lead on paper.  
 “Don’t write my name down,” he said, barely containing the shape of the whisper. 
 “Just shut up,” John said, glancing up at DuPont and then tilting his head back down to 
write his name down again. “What I say goes.” 
 “Ooooooooooooooo,” two girls in the back said, as if they were a pair of windows being 
hit by wind.  
 “Kick his ass,” Cole Dixson said to the room. John looked up and met DuPont’s eyes. 
John felt his heart beat in his throat; he didn’t know whether to swallow it or vomit it. He didn’t 
know if he hated him, but he certainly believed he could.  
 “You want to fight?” 
John shook his head up and down and smashed the paper in his fist as Mr. Wilhelm 
returned. As soon as he could, he asked to use the restroom, grabbed the pass, and walked down 
the hall. He sat on the middle stall toilet. He kicked his heels at the front and stared at what had 
been written. “Brandon’s gay,” is what one said. “Ashley has crabs,” read another. John took the 
pencil out of his pocket and began carving a diagonal. He carved, and carved, and carved until he 
had a heart.  
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 There wasn’t too large of a crowd gathered by the fields adjacent to the tennis courts. 
Dillon, Cole, and Trevor were there along with a few other people, DuPont, and Erica, who stood 
back and took everything in. A pair of hands found themselves massaging John’s shoulders.  
 “Kick his Muslim ass,” Dillon Beasley said in his ear, but John didn’t hear it. He only 
heard the kettle in his head, blowing steam out of his ears. Someone pushed him from behind 
toward the center of the circle that had been formed by standing, middle school bodies.  
 “Fight, fight, fight, fight,” everyone around the two boys chanted.  
For the first time John saw how small DuPont was. He was a xylophone kid—thin 
mallets for arms, resonators for legs, wooden blocks for ribs that begged to be hit. And now John 
realized what all his uncles and aunts said was true—he was a big kid. Height wise and weight 
wise, he was bigger than all his peers. “Built to kick some asses,” his father said one time. Every 
time he put his hand next to a girls’, they always giggled and noted how big they were while he 
blushed. Maybe this was why. Lowering his head and closing his eyes, DuPont charged at him, 
looking similar to a bull with castrated horns. His hair, soft and thick as lamb, minimalized any 
damage to John’s stomach. A gust came in that blew in some leaves, twigs, and other dead things 
of varying size. The punches that came after were nothing but that of a small dog’s nose sniffing 
at something to see if it should be scared of it. John sunk his fist into DuPont’s ribs; he gasped 
and let out a few high notes from his breath. With each punch he delivered, a smile grew on 
John’s face. He felt as if every limb and every part of his torso had a slit on it and he was 
learning and mastering how to breathe with his entire body. Cheers came from outside the circle; 
Dillon, Cole, and Trevor were hollering, increasing their volume with each landed blow. Erica 
rubbed her chin with her index finger and squinted at the scene. DuPont fell back after he took a 
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few more uppercuts. On his ass, he leaned back and placed his hands on the ground and brought 
his head up with a smile.  
 “Man, kicked my ass; that’s for sure,” he said laughing, closing his eyes.  “Good one,” he 
said, as he got up and walked over towards John, who put his fists up and then lowered them 
when he saw DuPont’s arm extended for a hand shake.  
John looked at it for a few seconds before he finally grabbed it and shook it. Another gust 
came in and went through his body and blew cold the whistling kettle. Dillon, Cole, and Trevor 
jumped on his back and patted him on the shoulder. Erica walked by DuPont, her eyes locking 
with John’s. Her lips came first, and then her tongue slid in, a butter knife spreading out autumn 
in his mouth. Still and dazed, he didn’t notice when everyone else left.  He breathed in, let his 
whole body take a deep sigh and smiled, right before turning around to see Mr. Wilhelm.  
 Various colors of gum were blotted on the teacher’s lounge tiles. The one John stared at 
had two eyes and a thin smile drawn in it with black ink teeth, and he thought he might be seeing 
himself absorbed and reflected by a chewed and spit out piece of Wrigley’s that had hardened 
but kept its green.  
 “You shouldn’t fight,” Mr. Wilhelm said. “You have to work things out like an adult, and 
I know you’re just a child, but you have to grow out of it.”  John turned his head and looked at 
the window. “I mean, I can’t fight,” Mr. Wilhelm continued, “no matter how much I want to 
whack Mrs. Lopez on her smug little nose for taking away my superintendent , well, my 
temporary superintendent position.” A grunty cough echoed out in the room. “You’ll never get 
want you want by hurting people.” John continued to stare out west. Twilight was coming in at 
4:30—it was that time now. He was told he was supposed to feel sad every time he looked out 
and didn’t see what he was supposed to see. Instead, he looked at the sun being held in place by 
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the remaining fingers of a few darkened upper west side buildings—some titan of commercial 
and cathedral—and thought of how Erica’s lips would feel on his cheek.  
 His father was the one to pick him up. “Let’s go,” was all he said when he first saw John. 
Outside the lounge, DuPont flashed him a thumps up. His mother turned her nose at John as he 
walked by so that the yellow of her hair nearly whipped and his father simply ran his fingers 
through his curls. John got into the passenger seat with his arms crossed. A lecture, a scolding, a 
thwack—whatever it was, he was prepared to take it and throw it back. Instead, a hand was 
placed on his shoulder.  
 “My son,” his dad started with a smile, “little ass kicker.” John loosened his shoulders 
then tightened them again. “Doesn’t surprise me,” his father continued. “You come from a long 
line of ass kickers. I was an ass kicker, my father was an ass kicker, his father was an ass kicker, 
his father was an ass kicker, and his father before him was an ass kicker. Heard it may have been 
over a girl. Nothing wrong with that. A man has to protect what’s his.” A few fingers came down 
and tussled John’s hair as they pulled out of the parking lot.  
 Everything was put back as was when he got home, and the only proof of disturbance 
dwelled in his head, backgrounded for now, but with the ability to strong-arm the aperture and 
blur everything around it. The kettle whistled through the living room. Was it ever put out? His 
mother came in through the kitchen and planted a kiss on his father’s cheek that came off with 
the sound of a half-eaten strawberry colliding with an oak tree. John clenched his fist together. 
 “Honestly, fighting? Go to your room,” his mother said, as she turned back to the cheek 
that towered over her. And so John went into his room to think about kisses and throw punches 














Anna VanCamp always left two buttons undone on her Burberry cardigan when she discussed 
themes of poverty in Stephen Crane’s Maggie: A Girl of the Streets. This was during my last 
class of my last semester in my last summer of my college career. Our Twentieth Century 
American Studies class was dictated by our youth. If there was a lengthy discussion on a novel, 
we would stay for the entire class, but if the discussion was brief, we were permitted to leave 
class early. Discussions were very brief. Anna raised her hand and spoke once each class, 
offering her opinion of the book. She had this way of speaking that implied that she was either 
unengaged, or hadn’t fully formed her ideas, peppering her sentences with “like” and adding 
long pauses every so often to gather her thoughts. And yet, almost all her ideas were revelatory. 
She usually spoke for about five minutes straight, forcing everyone to pay attention to her and 
only her. During that time, Mr. Alvarez would nod along and write her ideas on the board. When 
she was finished, she would shrug and say, “That’s all I have.” At some point it became obvious 
she was speaking for all of us. I was slightly angry at this, but I was even more angry at my 
jealousy of her, and my jealousy made me angry at my slight infatuation. She had a penchant for 
wearing deep, surgically cut tops that came together at the right spot on her chest and created a 
fishing line that seemed to go down for eternity into the lake of her chest. Watching and nodding 
the way I did, I might have been mistaken for a cheerleader. I like to think that I could have 
arrived at all her ideas myself if I was slightly wiser, but if I had to guess, I was at least three 
years younger than her.  
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Mr. Alvarez was famous for two things. The first was the fact that he was one of the few 
Latino American teachers the campus had seen since its inception. He often reminded us that his 
grandfather was a bracero who came to Santa Maria, Texas to pick cotton. His grandaunt came 
illegally through the Rio Grande, and worked as a maid making five dollars a week. “He knew,” 
Mr. Alvarez would say, “that the future was here.” He would then point down to the gum 
encrusted tile of our classroom floor. His grandfather met and married his grandmother, a los 
tuvos, whose family had been in Texas since 1890. He became legalized and was able to send for 
the rest of his family. Anna was so enraptured by this story that she would quickly walk over to 
Mr. Alvarez when class was finished and ask for more details. A notebook with flower 
engravings on it and a pen was carried when she did this, as if she were doing research for a 
story she would later write. She loved hearing about all the detestable elements: poor working 
wages, the prostitutes the bracero’s would visit and leave pregnant, and she wanted to know all 
about how the INS gathered up agriculture workers as they picked blue bonnets. Anna smiled as 
all this information was given to her.  
 The other element that contributed to Mr.Alvarez’s infamy was his lengthy harangue on 
cellular phones that was said to occur every semester. For our class, it occurred on the fourth 
day. There was a blonde girl in the back tapping her finger on her phone, making a metronome 
out of it. Mr. Alvarez struck his podium, his fist forming a balled up fleshy gavel. A couple of 
people jumped before they decided to sit in attention for the first time as Mr. Alvarez talked. Bits 
of saliva escaped his mouth when he threatened to smash anyone’s cellphone if he saw us talking 
or texting. No one called his bluff, no one took out their phone. This made telling how much 
time had elapsed in class difficult. There was a clock on the wall, but it was frozen on 12:30 (our 
class started at six PM, just a little bit before it was completely dark out), and if you kept 
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glancing at it, it gave you the feeling that you were actually in class at noon. I thought of my 
elementary school lunches that I forgot I loved, back when I ate my brown bag lunch at the top 
of the jungle gym, and my one and only concern was watching everything before me turn to 
white under an oppressive high noon Texas sun.  
But Anna kept track of our time and saved us from our reminisces with the ticking hand 
of her parent’s opulence. The band of the watch displayed a flag of a red star being engulfed by a 
red crescent moon. She would frequently ask what we knew of the Arab Spring. The watch was a 
Casio that moved time in near silence, but if you listened carefully, you could hear it keep beat of 
your thoughts and daydreams. A proud smile came over Anna’s face every time she was signaled 
to check the time for us because, according to her, it was her way of honoring the past. Her great 
grandfather was a watchmaker, a struggling watchmaker actually. She smirked when she said 
that word, “struggling.” He didn’t make Casio watches or even wrist watches; he strictly made 
pocket watches. I scratched my head the first time I heard that, but I suppose her skinny jeans 
were too snug to fit in her family’s heirlooms. Her great grandfather was also a pilot during 
World War I. An old black and white photograph of him in his pilot’s outfit was always carried 
with her in her wallet. She passed it around class when we were discussing The Great Gatsby 
and The Sun Also Rises. Saluting the way she did as she put in her back pocket may have just 
been for us. “A pilot,” she would say, “imagine that.” She said it as if she thought Fitzgerald and 
Hemingway were in class with us, angrily clutching their pencils. 
*** 
I like to think that it’s ok that I didn’t get to do what I always wanted to do. I’ve learned fairly 
quickly that life is a series of negotiations where you are constantly settling for less as you get 
older. When I was young, I wanted to be an astronaut for the longest, a young galactic explorer 
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reaching out so far into the cosmos that I could nearly pluck the stars with my thumb and index. I 
eventually learned to stop with that particular dream. Then, I wanted to be a quarterback for a 
good while in high school, but my dad showed me what happened to Joe Theismann, so I settled 
on being a writer (of something) for the longest. Now, at twenty-five, I’ve resigned myself to 
education, which is fine with me. I never really had that otherworldly appeal that comes with 
being a writer. You see so many authors from different places like Lagos, Bengali, and Perth that 
it’s hard to keep up if you’re not offering up something as unique. However, if something 
traumatic has happened to you, then you could make a career off of that. Unfortunately, I haven’t 
known such hardships. My parents are still alive and together, and they do moderately well for 
themselves, which allows them to be supportive. I think I might add up to the same sentence 
when everything is said and done. I considered asking my parents for stories about their families, 
but I thought about how I’d never have a story of my own: just pieces of history that would be 
out of the reach of my firsthand perspective. 
 I am currently teaching at the same school where I did my undergraduate. I—
thankfully—don’t see a lot of students from my past undergraduate writing classes, but I suppose 
it’s a possibility, an eventuality. A whispering bottle of Pappy Van Winkle—slightly lighter than 
dusk—is stored under my desk just in case, although I’ve been taking steady cups of that when I 
find myself getting too comfortable with grading papers. Every now and again I do see Anna 
running around campus with the same posture of an overly energetic freshman who thinks they 
can conquer the world. Odd, because I thought she was at the same stage as myself in terms of 
graduating. 
 “Israel and Palestine fighting one another is so silly.” That was what Anna said the first 
time she ever entered in my office. She passed out a flier for a “Call to Peace” dinner for Jewish, 
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Arab, and any other student to come and have a peaceful discussion and exchange of cultures 
under Anna’s caring and considerate eyes. I declined. The clicking from her rotating bezel 
jogged her memory that I was from her class last year. “My class,” she said, as if she owned it. 
Recalling my name gave her some trouble. I reminded her. We had a brief conversation in which 
I discovered that she had actually graduated a semester after me, but she was going back to 
school to get a political science degree. I thought it was odd she finished after me: I was sure she 
was older. She told me she would let me know how the dinner went. A smile that extended to her 
torso and limbs was on her face when she came back two days later. She dropped her laptop on 
my desk like a bone that was hers, but she wanted others to acknowledge. A news article from 
the Dallas Observer popped up. The headline read, “Local Students Support Peaceful Resolution 
to Israel-Palestine Conflict as Kerry Negotiations Falter.” She pointed at the screen and said, 
“That’s me!” And there she was: Alexander Wang blouse tucked in with a pair of Gucci shades, 
bowls of hummus staring up at her, the chickpeas nearly blending with her fingers. To the right 
was a student holding the Israel flag; to the left, someone held up the Palestinian flag. They were 
both out of frame, but I could clearly see Anna as she sat in the middle, smiling, showing off her 
teeth. Bright as they were, they only stayed with you until you read the bolded letters of 
kidnappings, of revenge, of bombings, of war.  
 “It’s too bad really,” I said. “It might fall on deaf ears.” 
 “Yeah, yeah……..yeah,” she said as she smiled and gazed at her photo. Staring at her 
staring at herself must have been comforting in some way, as I remember not moving for the 
next five minutes until she abruptly said, “Didn’t you want to be a writer?” A little bit of a blush 
appeared on my cheek for some odd reason and I thought that it might be a perfect time for a 
drink. I wondered if it would be this disarming every time she snapped back into reality.  
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 “Well, I enjoy teaching,” I began, but I hadn’t yet formed the conclusion to the sentence. 
Anna stuck her tongue out and crossed her eyes at this. “Don’t tell me you’re one of those 
rambling quitters, one of those people who says they’re going to do something, and that what 
they’re doing now is just a side job, something to pay the bills, and they keep saying that over, 
and over, and over until they turn thirty and shrug.” Sweat began to form on my forehead, and 
suddenly I felt like I was talking to mother or one of my grade school teachers, and I had just 
unknowingly admitted I did something wrong and now needed to present my unsatisfactory 
reasoning for doing so. “For instance,” Anna began again, “look at Sylvia Plath. She, like, barely 
made it to thirty.” 
 “Quite sad,” I said, hoping that was the correct answer. 
 “Yeah, thirty was the end of her life, but…” She stopped to look out my lone window to 
watch a couple of undergraduates walk through the white light of the sun, their faces unflinching 
as the six o’clock bell reverbed through the campus. “Look at everything she was able to 
accomplish,” she said, still staring out the window. “Lucky little bitch if you ask me.” 
She invited me to her birthday almost as an afterthought as she left. I tried to ask her how 
old she was turning, but she was out the door before my lips could form a word.  
 Leading up to her birthday, Anna sent a formal invitation to my office detailing what 
exactly was going to happen—she said no one took the time to write out their correspondence 
anymore. They were really quite nice, folded neatly and composed with a glossy black ink that 
was set off against a nice crème background that looked as if it would rub off on your fingers 
like lotion. It had a scent, too—a flower of some sort—which kept seeping into my nostrils and 
fleeting away before it could be fully appreciated.  
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The day of her birthday, I waited outside my office wearing a grey sweatshirt and a pair 
of blue jeans. I looked at a clock I never noticed was there before, counting exactly how many 
minutes she was going to be late by. She didn’t strike me as the type of person who would ever 
be on time. Casually coming in at her leisure, greeting everyone with a clueless smile, seemed 
more fitting for her. However, when the clock struck six, she seemed to poof into my view—
coming in the same way the monolith came into the hotel room. She looked younger than I 
remembered and seemed to be engulfed in contrasts. She had on a black romper that hugged her 
body like an infant and was foregrounded by her skin, smooth and white as a blank canvas. And 
yet her hair had an illuminating darkness to it, with just a tinge of red at the tips, as if her mane 
was going to paint a sunset.  
“My parents cut me off,” she said, smiling a slim, wry smile that complemented her 
shades. 
“Everything ok?” I asked, not terribly concerned, but wondering what exactly the 
correlation was between her smile and her lack of finances.  
“I’m great, best thing to ever happen to me. Let’s go.” 
She walked out with her hands on her hips. I got up, realized I had forgotten a present, 
and realized it was just me and her. As I walked out, I wondered just how people got that 
invitation.  
 The white of Anna’s BMW was pure, unmarked; its color not muddled by any splotch or 
stain. It seemed like the type of car that had been held up in a garage for a lengthy amount of 
time to make sure it maintained that pristine lack of color. The inside was a mess. The black 
leather interior was crowded with books, DVDs, and other things that were utilized and 
discarded. As we pulled out of the driveway, I wanted to ask how old she was, but I suspected 
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she was ashamed of her youth. I’d felt that feeling before, when you try to elide the last syllable 
of the year, and everyone thinks you’re a puppy because you’re not cynical yet. She turned up 
the volume in her car before I could even think about asking. Jamaican drums blared out of her 
speakers; it was those really hollow ones that Sebastian the crab might play if Ariel were dancing 
to reggaeton. 
 “This calypso?” I said, just happy to have remembered it and named it.  
 “Yeah, I love it. I don’t listen to a lot of what everyone else listens to here.” I wasn’t sure 
what the context was of “here,” whether it was the people in the car, the entire state of Texas, or 
if she were condemning the musical taste of every state in North America. “I like world music, 
good music. My people—Trinidadians—brought this to America when they immigrated.” 
 “You’re Trinidadian?” 
 “Well, no I’m not…I’m not, like, from there obviously, but I understand what they went 
through. I’m definitely Trinidadian in spirit.” 
 Highway honks and hambone accents broke the silence as we stalled in traffic, which 
gave me the time to follow the course of her watch as it tried to keep up with the blinking digital 
malachite of the car clock.  
 “So your parents,” I began, trying to keep my mind off the traffic stall, the skipping beat, 
and the seconds I took note of and wasted.  
 “Isn’t it great?” she had been waiting for this. “They told me I needed to ‘get real and 
grow up.’” She blew a raspberry that turned her face red. “Truth is, I’ve been waiting for this for 
the longest. When I was little, I used to try and get as far away from them as possible. I would 
sneak out either late in the night or early in the morning with a little knapsack that had food I 
took and the toys I got for Christmas, and I would take the trolley into Roosevelt Island by 
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myself. I was like a distaff Huckleberry Finn. My parents would always get mad when I came 
home after they called the cops.” 
 “You always went back?” 
 “Well, I was, like, ten.” 
 “Why did you run away?” I asked. She turned to me with a smile that curved up, forming 
a chord to her pregnant cheeks. 
 “Because they never gave me anything besides a great life.” We stayed silent, and she let 
her smile go flaccid. “But now I’m free,” she said. “Free from all of that money.” 
  “What do your parents do?” 
 “My dad’s a surgeon. He runs his own practice.” 
 “That’s impressive, very—” 
 “He served in Vietnam,” she snapped. “He volunteered; he didn’t have to go, well at least 
he could have tried not to go. It was such a senseless and loathsome war.” 
 “Well—” 
 “And to completely ignore Dr. King’s protests, the Kent State shootings, and all the 
massacres.” 
 “Well, he was a surgeon so…” 
 “If he wanted to save people, he could have, like, protested the war; that’s what I would 
have done. Can you imagine, making a career off a war like that? He was only half a surgeon 
before Vietnam: that’s what he says. He keeps his Purple Heart in his office and lets his patients 
call him Hawkeye.” 
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Bongos and electric guitars broke the silence. I found myself unable to resist whatever 
pleasure I was getting from her answers, whether it was a vicarious thrill through unapologetic 
and diminishing youth or deriding empathy that would progress with the years. 
 “And what does your mother do?” 
A smile crept up on her face. “My mom takes honest people’s houses away from them for 
the bank.” Two bongo beats came through the speakers. “Well, she works as a public relations 
spokeswoman for a bank.” 
I leaned back in my seat and smirked.  
 We came to the gilded portcullis of Anna’s Ann Richards apartment complex. A big “A” 
was on the left and an “R” was on the right. I never knew anyone at the complex, but I had 
always been a longtime admirer. They were the type of high end deluxe apartments that seemed 
to exist in its own world, secluded from the envying eyes that do nothing but admire the gates 
that keep them out. Upon exiting the car, I noticed the air was a bit crisper, the light from the sun 
had gained a golden tint, and there was a fountain that bloomed a torrent of water that cascaded 
down with a melody that embraced the accompaniment of a few warblers. I took a deep breath 
then exhaled like people do when they find themselves in a place they only imagined.  
 “This place sucks armpits,” Anna said, almost with a spit. “I’m out of here in a week, and 
I can’t wait.” 
 We walked through the tennis courts and through the pools, up the stairs, past her washer 
and dryer, and into her living room, where a forty inch TV sat on a black bureau and was tuned 
to CNN. She put her purse down on a white chaise that was littered with empty Pabst Blue 
Ribbon cans, offered me one (from the fridge), and went to her bedroom to get the rest of her 
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parent’s money she had in her mattress: she didn’t trust the banks. Nothing was packed in her 
room. She said she would hire movers to do everything.  
Where my walls had cracks and flaking white paint, Anna had baby pictures and a 
collage that collected everything she did post-infancy. Band medals, soccer pictures, essays with 
the “A” circled—they were all there, as if they weren’t so long ago, as if they were fresh pictures 
in a darkroom waiting to dry. On the opposite side, there were pictures of US soldiers. Right next 
to the pictures were a series of cut out articles from some local newspapers about anti-war 
protests that started as far back as 2005. In various articles, Anna could be seen holding signs 
that said, “Bring Our Troops Back” and “Don’t Attack Iraq.” Little pink astronaut helmets were 
drawn around her head, highlighting where she could be seen. At the end, she had a picture of 
the president; it was small and attached in a way that suggested it was just a footnote. It was from 
his address that announced the evacuation of the US armed forces. It looked begrudgingly added. 
Right below that was a quote from an article titled “Kuwait Bound, The Last of the US Troops 
Exit Iraq” from a soldier that simply said, “It moves so fast. Out of the war and into the history 
books.” 
 On her desk was the flower etched notebook she carried to class. It was titled “VanCamp: 
English 1973-2013.” There were other dates buried under 2013. I could read a few, but the 
previous years were carefully marked off and replaced, as if someone was surprised that time 
kept moving. Black as night, dark pen scratches covered up the first sheet, clawing at whatever 
was there previously. Under some contour drawings of flowers, there was an author’s note on the 
first page written in washed but still bleeding ink by a hand that wasn’t Anna’s but came from 
the same lineage. It read, “Ah, hello old friend. Yes, I did totally, completely, and fully bail on 
being an English major, but why not? Why work so hard to be something that you’re just not? So 
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I switched to public relations (I know), and in doing so I’ve gone from being a ‘thought I was’ to 
a ‘now I am.’ Plus, there’s the house, paycheck, and the ability to let my daughter be what she 
wants, and I keep this solely for my progeny, my Freckled Cinderella. She asks me to read these 
books with princesses in them. I read them to her, and, voila, she’s a princess. She runs and 
screams, ‘I’m a princess, I’m a princess.’ I hope this means a propensity towards literature. So 
my dear Anna, here it is: all the (semi) work (taken from people with far more literary aptitude) 
your mommom has done for you.”  After that were hundreds of pages of Bible paper with every 
statement Anna had ever uttered on the subject of twentieth century literature. Thick, ink “O” 
curls that composed “Virginia Woolf” were placed in front of a yellowing white backdrop, but 
the age of the parchment didn’t belie the timelessness of the scrawl. Flipping to the end, I found 
a picture on the last page of a woman with short hair and a purple pantsuit and a young, freckled 
girl in a princess get-up holding a Snow White doll by the hair, letting the black bleed through 
her knuckles. On the back it said, “Dolores Schumer VanCamp+Anna 198-.” The last number 
was faded out.     
 “Ah, that old thing,” Anna said, coming out of her room. “It’s a shame, really. She takes 
all these notes and does nothing with them; she didn’t even get a degree in Literature. Here she 
is, a brilliant mind, and she let a little thing like money stop her. You got to have resolve. I mean, 
like, she was really smart, too. Those notes are actually pretty good.” Refocusing on me for 
second, she paused and studied my face, as if she had never seen such an expression. “You look 
mad, old sport,” she said, voice pitched to adolescence. It was a type of quiet anger that I had, the 
same type my father used to wear when he caught me jumping on my parent’s bed while I was 
wearing a white onesie with a fishbowl around my head. “I know, it’s disgusting,” Anna said. 
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“But it’s in the past now, irrelevant. They were them and we’re us.” She smiled. “I got the cash; 
let’s go.” 
 Before she got into her car, Anna looked at her watch and proceeded to bang it on her 
steering wheel. She had a different band on than the one she wore during our class. Moving up 
and down in the sun, the red and black of the foreign flag became a blur, but it was then that I 
recognized what country it belonged to.  
 “Stupid thing gets frozen,” she said. 
 “The band on your watch,” I started, as she continued to pound the Egyptian flag on her 
wood-paneled steering wheel. She paused. 
 “Well, someone has to support them,” she said, with a hint of disgust, as if the conflict 
was wholly hers. “I wish I was there, though. I wish I was a part of it. It’s such a grand, beautiful 
movement. Something that we’ll talk about it, something future generations will learn about, 
something that makes you part of history. But I’m stuck here.” She frowned. “C’est la vie.”  
Small shudders came over me as I leaned back in my seat. I thought of the self-immolation 
protests. All I could see were the limbs, charred coffins of flesh that were scorched into darkness. 
I looked up to see the white of Anna’s eyes pointing up in reverie. As we drove away from the 
golden lattices of her archway, I wondered aloud about what she thought of the elections, the 
coup, the Brotherhood supporters who protested, and the military response. I wanted to know 
where she thought it was all going, I wanted to know how she thought it would be solved, I 
wanted to know the answer.  
 “I would protest it all,” she said and then paused. “And I would support it all until every 
journalist, every newspaper, and every website looked up and took notice.” 
40 
 
Then, I saw her, in Cairo, in the Tahrir Square, on the traffic circle next to the statue of 
Omar Makram, in a blanche square neck Lanvin, with a sign that said, “People Demand Removal 
of the Regime,” composed in colors so bright that when one of those streetlights the color of a 
mounting sun hit it, it blinded you in pure whiteness. And for a second, I thought it would 
actually be that simple.  
  We pulled up to an animal shelter and adoption clinic. I didn’t question why we were 
there; I suppose I thought it wouldn’t be a stretch to say that Anna cared for animals the same 
way she cared for a lot of things: not a deep love but an affection for the idea of loving strays so 
much that she made routine visits. As she took off her shades and went inside through the light 
of the sun, I saw her face was as cherubic and young as it was when she was tethered to her 
mother’s pants leg. Inside, barks, yips, and yaps surrounded us from all angles  
 “I figured I should actually do something positive with the money and help a life,” she 
finally said. “Plus, my parents never let me have one of my own.” It seemed to me that the idea 
had been long gestating, but it certainly had all of the veneer of spontaneity.   
There were all sorts of breeds in the cages. In fact, there were so many that I thought I 
might get a lecture on how they all ended up in this one spot. Instead, she looked at each cage, 
bent down, shook her head up and down and moved onto the next one. Until she found him. 
Asleep in his own private cage, he had rolled himself into a ball, with the black of his nose 
touching a tail of white. He was a spotty thing, with dark splotches that were littered about his 
snowy fur. When Anna came near him, he woke up and began to wag his tail ecstatically. I could 
tell by her open mouth smile that she was in love. However, I wanted to warn her about that type 
of dog. It was one of those types that needed constant attention. I had taken care of that 
particularly breed before when I did some dog sitting. It begged me to do everything for it, but it 
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always took every opportunity to leave whenever it pleased, as if it absolutely detested the house 
it was raised in. It flew through other people’s lawns, going through their garbage as if it were its 
own, picking fights with other dogs in the hopes of trying to prove something, and barking 
ceaselessly at things it would never understand. That was the outside world to it: something for it 
to romp around it when I let it.  
“Oh, I love it,” Anna said. “He’s one of those old police dogs.” He came into her arms 
like they were kin. He let out a little sneeze that made Anna giggle. “Oh, he’s the one.” There 
was something about the idea of it doing something so unremarkable and being rewarded for it 
that made me roll my eyes. I suspected no one would say no to it either.  
I asked how old the dog was when they rang us up, and someone told me he was four 
years and a couple of months, which I calculated to thirty. My eyebrows shot up: he looked no 
older than a puppy to me. Anna looked up at me and told me she already had the perfect name.  
 Ghostface quickly got accustomed to the leather striae of the rear seats of Anna’s BMW. 
Coming dangerously close to the strip where all the undergraduates (mine included) frequent, we 
drove one block over to the spot where the Emporium used to stand. During my first few years at 
college, when I was below twenty-one, the Emporium pool hall was one of the few places where 
I could get alcohol served to me. When I think back to those times—those times when a drink 
was something precious and dangerous and I was content to watch the day fade from the sky free 
of lamentation—I often remember the white glow that came from the air hockey tables and 
permeated throughout the whole building, making those hours when I did absolutely nothing at 
all look so pure. The Emporium was torn down after my junior year, close to when it would have 
been irrelevant for me, and now, it’s this stuffy cigar lounge that’s littered with black furniture 
and seems tailor made for old business types. When we arrived with Ghostface tucked between 
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Anna’s arms, our hostess let him sit with us, which I thought was a violation of several rules. She 
made a wide grin and spoke to him in a high pitch as she took us to our seats and took our drink 
orders. 
 “I used to work here,” Anna said, with a smile. No one on staff seemed to recognize her, 
though. “It was a long time ago: maybe three weeks or so.”  
 “How was it?” 
 “Oh it was awful, but that’s, like, part of being a part of the proletariat, I suppose, living 
off the off chance that one of these big wigs will deign to give you a decent tip to compensate for 
the fact that you’re making minimum wage.” I glanced and saw that there was no one near us 
and that we were alone except for a few empty chairs that surrounded us like petals. “I’m glad I 
had the experience, though. It’s the type of job you look back at and say, ‘Wow, I started here.’” 
 Our drink orders came. I got my Shiner Bock, and Anna got her glass of pinot grigio. 
Ghostface started whining and fussing when he saw us consume something he couldn’t.  
 “So what happened?” I asked. 
Anna took a long sip of her drink. “Oh I was fired,” she said, with a confident little smirk. 
“The managers said my eyes were tethered to the clock.” 
 There was something foreign about the thought of her wearing a black polo and slacks 
and taking orders that made me chuckle. Then, as I leaned in my chair and took in some of my 
Shiner, I thought of her watching the day pass through on a podium, counting hours as dollars, of 
Anna—struggling. I tilted my bottle up and swallowed more and more and more. She brought 
her hands together and smiled 
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“But,” she began. “I was probably going to quit anyway. I only went into work to go on 
strike. I was going to protest to support the increase of the minimum wage for restaurant 
workers.” 
“Oh, what happened to that?” 
She put a finger to her lip and pointed her head up. “I don’t know.” 
 “So, what are you in the market for now?” 
 “I might serve,” she stated with a stern face, as if she were expecting a certain reaction 
from me. “Rangers or perhaps Seals.” 
I giggled. My Anna crawling down in the mud in her camouflage pants. My Anna in the 
trenches, clutching a photo of her dog she named Ghostface. My Anna storming Normandy in 
her Louboutin boots. I giggled.     
 “Don’t laugh,” she said. “Could you imagine, like, being the first female Army Ranger or 
the first woman deployed to combat? That’s history making.” 
 “I’m sorry,” I said, trying to convey my sincerity. “Unfortunately, I don’t think we’ll still 
be at war in the next three years.” 
 “Yeah, yeah,” she said, sighing and taking a sip of her drink. 
The bass of Anna’s casio kept the tempo of our silence. The waiter eventually came back 
with our second drink order. I ordered a “Cosmo-Kramer-politan,” and she ordered a burgundy, 
darkened to blackness by low light. I sipped mine quickly. 
 “They must drink these all the time in New York,” I said.  
Anna raised her right eyebrow in a way that it seemed to make her grow five feet or 
shrink me a couple. It was the type of look a babysitter gives a child when they are being 
obnoxious yet self-contained in their own world. Odd, because I never had a babysitter, but I 
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knew if she looked at me that way when I still believed drums made rain and I was moon bound, 
I would have fallen in love. 
 “They don’t drink that,” she said, pointing, “in New York.”  And I was suddenly 
reminded, with an odd jolt, that she lived and did some schooling in New York.  
 “What part of New York are you from?” 
 “Long Island, kind of near West Egg,” she said.  
 “You moved to Manhattan, though, right? Where’d you stay?” 
She tilted her head down so that she looked into the bottom of drink. She grumbled 
something I couldn’t hear two times before she finally spoke with some clarity. 
 “Park Avenue,” she said, making the stern face from earlier but with more red in her 
cheeks.  
 “Oh, how was that?” 
 “Awful,” she said immediately. “I was never allowed to go down or too far up. My 
parents wouldn’t allow me to go to Brooklyn.” Now I raised my eyebrow. “I went there 
eventually, in college, back when I wore flannel under photographer vests and had a Diane 
Arbus hairdo. I stayed in a loft near Bed-Stuy with some friends I didn’t really know: a singer 
with a contralto voice and a dancer who wore leopard skin tops and whom I kissed one night in 
February. They threw parties on the roof and invited everyone they knew and talked about how 
they always let everything ride out through the night. The first time I went, everyone sat in a big, 
like, drum circle, drinking whatever crappy beer someone had bought in bulk, and talking under 
someone’s paper mâché lights that they forgot to paint. It was still too dark to see anyone; I just 
saw flashes of heads that talked about their aspirations as if they would actually die for them. 
Like the whole party was a coven of almost-martyrs. I wore a camera and shot pictures of people 
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speaking with voices full of unearned money. And I told people I was a photographer. Everyone 
was something there. Artists were close to selling a big piece, musicians were recording a single, 
and writers were saluting Roth. We were all something until the sun peaked its head through the 
horizon.  
“The next day I got up to take pictures around the neighborhood. I woke up late, and the 
sun was already sinking into night. I just wanted natural “day in the life” photographs; I was 
going to be the one to expose poverty through art.  But then people just gave me these looks—
these terrible looks of confusion, anger, fear, laughter. I walked back under the J train. It was 
pitch black out. I didn’t think I was in any danger, but still, I thought it would be a strange place 
to die. I went back to my room to look at all the pictures I took in the past twenty-four hours and 
cried. I went to the roof afterwards and told people I took pictures until the sunrise came and 
then I went to bed. I woke up the next morning as the sun was dying down and went to the roof. I 
did this until I didn’t know what day it was, until they all blended together. I talked to the same 
heads, and we told each other the same things we always said. I wanted to ask if we were 
actually moving forward. But I liked saying what I thought I was. And I liked saying it like it 
was brand new, like there was an infinite amount of time for it. So I reveled; we all reveled. And 
I went to bed wondering when we would all stop raging against the sunken day so that we could 
be all the things we said we were.”  
I pushed my drink towards the middle of the table. Looking up at Anna, I saw that her 
eyes were filled with answers and her face was lined with age. And yet, it didn’t make her any 
less beautiful. Clasping my arms around her hips now seemed like a possibility—a possibility 
that seemed infinitely more pleasing and real than drifting through space, throwing a football, 
writing the Great American Novel, or teaching Fitzgerald to a bunch of snoozing sophomores. I 
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wanted to tell her right then and there that she was better than the whole damn bunch put 
together, but then, as a glass of sauvignon came to our table and changed hands, I saw her face 
reflected in the white, stripped of all the details of wisdom. 
 Dusk had spread in the sky like cancer through the body: gradually when no one was 
aware, and then suddenly when it was time to take notice. I looked at the second hand of Anna’s 
Casio glide like a skater on ice. I got in the car with a weariness that comes with reminiscing, 
with drinking, with plotting. As soon as I came in contact with the headrest, I went to sleep. I 
woke up—dreamless—and realized we were only a couple of minutes away from where we 
started in the afternoon, only it was now nearly black out. If I turned my head, the school would 
stare back at me. I got out and saw an apartment complex that looked to trot out rats and black 
and blue trash bags like Christmas decorations. I then recognized the complex as the Bodega. It 
was described as the workingman’s college housing. Underfunded international students usually 
ended up staying there, bringing a new perspective and culture with them all the while crafting 
the type of story—of travel, of perseverance, of love, most likely—that—I imagine—you pass 
down to your children and they pass down to theirs, the type of story that has an indelible quality 
to it, the type of story that makes me blush and wish I could hold it in my hands.  
 “Home sweet home,” Anna said.  
Ghostface barked and whined at the door as Anna fumbled with her apartment keys. She 
found them, put them in the lock, and let the door swing back to reveal an engulfing darkness. 
The lights switched on to the sound of twenty-five people cheering “surprise.” Anna gasped, and 
Ghostface wagged his tail, thinking it was all for him. Standing right in front of us was a dirty 
blonde in a white Chanel dress and a tall, olive skinned man who had a dark Armani jacket over 
a white shirt and whose black curly hair poked out of his Dallas Cowboys hat. “Oh no, you 
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didn’t,” Anna said as she hugged both of them, wearing a smile that looked as though it might 
fall apart at any second. “You know I didn’t want a party.” Anna introduced me to both of them: 
the blonde was Tulip Kirkpatrick and the Italian was Alfonso Luciano. Someone must have put 
beers in all of our hands at some point, as we all gave an obligatory cheer before Tulip took 
Anna’s hand and led her to the kitchen area. I could tell from Anna’s oscillating frown that she 
was one of her friends from New York. As I looked around, I knew that none of the people had 
actually been invited to join her that day, that that invitation sent to me might have been the only 
one, and that the other people were there just to fill a room and be laughed at later. Ghostface 
went to go bother the guests, his paws landing on people’s shins as if he personally knew them. 
This left me with Alfonso and the increasingly pungent smell of stale wood.  
“Is this your doing, Alfonso?” 
“Please, you can call me Al, but yes, I planned this.” He had such an odd way of talking.  
There was an odd speed to his speech pattern where some of his words tripped into one 
another, but he also had a deep drawl to him. He talked how I imagined Sergio Leone would talk.  
“How do you know Anna?” I inquired. 
He paused and looked down. “I first met her when my family was broke in Rome. I was 
seven and saw an American tour bus as it passed through the Coliseum. I saw the white of her 
dress first. It was so beautiful on her, like it was made for her. Here was this child who was no 
older than me, but she had her own dresses. I stared down at my ripped corduroys in disgust. I 




“You speak Italian?” I interrupted. “I can converse in Italian if you’d prefer.” He tilted 
his head at me to suggest I had spoken a different language when I proposed speaking a different 
language.  
“Why?” he said. I shook my head, and he continued. “I came here for my MBA. I 
received a grant for analyzing what would happen if we—America—had kept the Volstead act. I 
originally wanted to study the effects of black money on the Italian economy, but I was ecstatic 
when I discovered that I could come here and find my Anna. “ 
“But there are so many—“ 
“No,” he interrupted, “not like her. “ He paused to look up Anna chatting with Tulip. “I 
met her at a party here. She wore a jean jacket that would only ever be properly erect on her 
body, and was conversing with some people while she ignored them. I had gum on my Stacy 
Adams, so I refrained from talking to her. I looked for her again at other parties, but I couldn’t 
find her. After three weeks of excessive parties, she showed up at my door one afternoon. She 
carried a notebook and asked if I was the Italian immigrant. I gulped and said yes. She invited 
herself in and asked what it was like to be poor in Italy. I thought she was making fun of me. She 
then asked me questions like I was under investigation, but I answered them all. At the end of it 
all, she closed her flowered book, smiled, and told me how real I was…how real my life was.” 
He scratched his head and contorted his lips. “We’ve been seeing each other regularly since then. 
Although, to be honest, she has seemed depressed lately. A couple of days ago I took out a pile 
of my old clothes I brought here from Italy: wrinkled and tattered things that wouldn’t fit in my 
new wardrobe. I smiled when I looked at the remains of my poverty, but she began to sob. She 
took some of my old garments and cried into them, her tears blending in with old pit stains and 
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cascading down moth holes. She told me she had never seen such beautiful clothes before. Now, 
every time she sees me in a jacket, cardigan, or blazer, her eyes begin to water.” 
“Are you two an item?” I asked, aware of how close my question orbited jealously. It felt 
like he was one consonant sound away from taking her from me. Strange, because I didn’t know 
she could be taken away from me, and I didn’t know that I didn’t want her taken from me. 
“No,” he said. “But she’ll be mine soon enough. “ He walked off and assimilated with the 
rest of the crowd.  
His remark lingered in my head to the point where I felt guilty, like it was my idea.  I 
waded through the rest of the party until I found Tulip’s fiancé, whom I wasn’t aware existed 
until he suddenly appeared next to me like a ghost. He was wearing the same sweater as me, 
except his was a bit more beige. He talked to me; I am somewhat sure of that, but it seemed that 
his words had a penchant for fading into the air and disappearing, like someone was selectively 
muting him. I did find out that he went to Harvard and did very well at the job he worked—
somewhere. Anna and Tulip came up besides us and began chatting. Tulip’s fiancé was still 
moving his mouth, so he must have assumed we were still conversing, but I slowly drifted 
towards Anna’s conversation. 
“We really have to go shopping, on Madison, of course,” Tulip said.  
“Maybe,” Anna murmured. 
“’Maybe’?” her voice was pitched to an adolescent whine. “It’s tradition. We go 
shopping after our birthdays. We’ve done it since we were children. You’re mother cut 
everybody in the office a nice fat bonus check. It’s the least I could do considering you’re 
doing...whatever this is.” Anna stayed quiet and glanced somewhere else. “Well, you at least owe 
me a dance,” Tulip said, crossing her arms. Darkness descended upon the room as one of those 
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thudding Euro dance songs came on just as Anna opened her mouth. Tulip grabbed onto Anna’s 
arm. “Oh my God, I love this song.”  
They were on the creaking wood of the dance floor before Anna could object. Tulip’s 
body bobbed, wiggled, bounced, and curved with grace. She looked as if she could float up and 
disappear into the ether at any time, her limbs turning into streaking stars, her hair whipping a 
violent wave that would never reach shore. It was all for no one in particular; she was there for 
the whole room, but she was isolated—free from space, free from time. Anna looked shackled. 
There was a weight to all of her movement. Red tips from her hair moved left and right, counting 
seconds in an awkward gait. Her arms were vulgar cogs grinding on one another. Her calves 
were a lie, stumbling and shuffling zombie flesh with only the the sheen and veneer of youth. 
“She’s a little too old to fly off on every little whim,” Tulip’s fiancée—my God I can’t 
remember his name—began, thinking he had my ear for a while. “She needs to settle down. It’s 
like Tulip and those damn tigers. She used to wake up late at night and pace around our room, 
saying she didn’t know how to sleep when an entire species was going instinct. She said she was 
going to go to India to battle poachers. I finally got tired of it and asked her if she were willing to 
die for it, because that’s what would have happened. That stopped her dead in her tracks. I think 
she could see it; her going to reach the white part of the fur where it’s nearly monochrome with 
stripes—near the whiskers—and getting her hand bitten off. She’s from the Catskills; I told her 
to donate some money and forget about it. It’s not her fight. She turned red and asked why 
Leonardo DiCaprio got to put his name out front like a saint.” Finally finishing his harangue, 
Tulip’s fiancée patted me on the shoulder, took his drink, and moved on. 
An explosive knock came from the front door. This halted the music and the chatting. A 
gruff voice came in from the other side proclaiming themselves to be law enforcement. The 
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yellow dot of his flashlight came in first, followed by a rather youngish looking officer whose 
suit clung to him like it was a part of his skin. 
“We got complaints of noise here.” He had a deep voice that commanded authority. I 
guessed he was one of those no nonsense cops that permanently gave you a look that conveyed 
that you had done something stupid. “Whose apartment is this?” Everyone turned towards Anna. 
“Ma’am, take a seat.” Someone pulled a chair for Anna to sit on, while everyone else formed a 
distant circle around her. He flashed his light towards Anna then shook his head and reached 
back for his cuffs. That crunching sound that they make when they snap around someone’s wrist 
echoed in the room. Anna’s eyes were wide with curiosity in the light.  
“Ma’am, you have the right to remain aroused. Anything you say can and will be used 
against you in the court of dong.” 
His hat was the first to go, followed by his pants, which were ripped away in one violent 
motion. His vest just seemed to slide off, revealing a luminous oil sheen that generated light like 
a fluorescent bulb. Someone turned on a boombox and the whole party cheered. Golden biceps 
crunched and flexed. Anna blushed and giggled a school girl giggle as the gyrating crotch of the 
stripper rotated like it was changing night to day. He turned around and presented his thong clad 
backside to her; it bounced with the nimbleness of a dog’s nose when it gets ahold of a curious 
odor. Ghostface watched in silence as his master got grinded into a giddy maenad by chiseled 
abs thrusting to the beats of Eric B. I don’t think I had ever seen someone so good at their job. It 
was as if he were sculpted to be what he was. Although, I was distracted by the tattoo on his back 
that bobbed up and down with his pectorals. It was of a yellow talon—perhaps belonging to an 
eagle—on a purple backdrop with the word “Strike” written on a golden banner. It bugged me 
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for the entirety of his forty five minute set. When he was finished, Anna emerged from her daze 
with a smile on her face.  
“Jolly good show mate,” Anna said.  
He helped her up and added a “Thank you, ma’am,” which told me everything I needed 
to know about him.  
I pulled up to him and rested my hand on his tender shoulder. “Quite the performance,” I 
said, smiling too large a grin. 
“Thank you, sir.” 
“May I ask what your tattoo means?” 
Tilting his chin up and gazing out into space, he said, “502nd Infantry, sir, 101st Airborne 
division.”  
“You served?” Anna interjected.  
“Afghanistan, ma’am.” His eyes popped like something had dawned on him. “Heh, that 
rhymes.” It didn’t.  
Anna’s lips quivered. “But how exactly did you, like, you know—“ 
“You have to pay the bills somehow ma’am. There’s not really a lot of work out there.” 
“Well, surely you do fairly decently.” 
 “Well, my time is pretty limited.” Anna poked her eyes up. “Thirty’s not exactly a good 
number where I work,” he said, laughing nervously. 
“You’re a thirty year old…war veteran…stripper, that’s…that’s, like, a…that’s quite the 
story.” He shrugged. “Would…would you mind if I took it down?” He shrugged again. “Ok 
then,” her breaths became heavy, “please excuse me.” Anna went out the front door with 
Ghostface following. I went out after him.  
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Outside, night had stretched its great black paws out. The wind was lazily licking my 
face, and the sun had rolled over into the paleness of the moon. Anna was sitting on the hood of 
her BMW, starring into nothingness. 
“What’s wrong?” 
“Let’s go,” she said. 
“Where?” 
“Anywhere.” 
“But what about—” she leaped off the hood and planted her lips on mine, allowing me to 
taste the lingering alcohol in her mouth. She took her right hand and must have meant to reach 
for—something else, but she ended up grabbing my wallet.  
“Let’s go,” she said. Ghostface was already in the back of the car.  
We hit the highway speeding, as if we were trying to outrun something. Our hands 
interlocked at some point, and I felt my heart slow down to the tick of Anna’s watch. Eight 
o’clock is what it read on her wrist. Still so early, yet it felt like I watched a lifetime spread out in 
a day.  
“Where are we going?” I asked.  
 “It’s unfair, it’s so damn unfair,” she snapped. 
 “Forget about it,” I said. “It had nothing to do with you. There’s nothing you can do.” 
She unlocked my fingers. “Is that how I should view things? I should be content to be a 
part of nothing? I should I just stare and look at everything as it all passes by me?”  
I turned my head away. Feeling the wind rush past my cheek through the window, I 
noticed that we sped through several lights as we went downhill. I saw Anna’s hand fumble at 
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the wheel, but her face was doing every it could to betray the idea that she had lost control, and 
so we flew, an arrow, into the red eye. 
Space stretched out before me when I woke up. Little astronaut breaths were the only 
thing I could hear, and I couldn’t maneuver my body any closer or further from where I was, but 
I didn’t want to. A perfectly good galaxy drifted my way. Pink and red planets, little interstellar 
hearts, were completing their revolutions in the distance. I deduced that I must have been light 
years away, watching everything unfold in fast forward—it was the dark energy moving the 
stars. Green globs of asteroids orbited about, constellations stretched further and further out, and 
hurried suns floated into sudden implosion. Seeing everything spread out the way it was, I 
thanked God that I was somehow able to do what I said I always wanted to do. Then Ghostface’s 
tongue came and licked up space from existence. He licked it all up and revealed the stop sign 
pole that our car had crashed into. He licked it all up and revealed that I had just vomited out a 
cosmos. I turned to my left and saw Anna giggling into her deflated safety bag. Taking her 
seatbelt off, she got out and laughed at the stop sign butter-knifing its way through her car, as if 
it had just told a joke. She stopped and retched out something green as a hundred dollar bill all 
over the hood.  
“Holy shit,” she began. “Well, what do you think of this?” she asked, smiling. 
I came up to the hood, saw what she had expunged, and felt something else come up, 
which forced me to bend over to keep it down. Anna let out a riotous laugh. 
 “Oh fuck you,” I said. “I’m much too old for this shit.” 
 “Oh come on,” she said. “Don’t you love these moments when the world reveals how 
young and vulnerable you are?” 
 “No. No, I don’t need this, and you don’t need it either.” 
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Her face turned red and she made a frown. “No,” she started, “I suppose I don’t need this. 
What I need to do is settle down. I know,” she exclaimed, clapping her hands together. “I’ll get 
married—you and I will go ahead and get hitched, maybe have a couple of babies.” I raised an 
eye brow and tried to calm my heart. “I’ll stay at home—perfectly still—and raise the kids. You 
can go on teaching to pay the bills until you slowly resent me for it. And I’ll resent you for that, 
and I’ll make sure that some of that gets passed down to the children. Eventually, it’ll get to the 
point where we’ll slowly begin suffocating one another with our gazes.” 
I saw, when she said this, that she had the most beautiful injury, a battle wound, on her 
forehead. A little patch of blood started from her forehead and streamed down to the red of her 
hair. I went to her, covered it up with my hand, and kissed her. I tried to hold her as tight as I 
could, but I felt that if I held her too tight she would crumble to dust, and yet, I felt that she could 
float away from me at any second. The little embrace she gave me in return was cold. Sirens 
blared in the background as I let go; I barely noticed that a cop had come up next to us. 
 “You folks ok?” the officer asked. 
 “We’re fine, officer. Thank you,” Anna said, waving him off with her hand. 
The officer shrugged. “Alright, you guys get home safe.” He went back into his car and 
took his red and blue lights with him. I was fairly certain he wasn’t a stripper.  
Blackened, hardened vomit had taken over one half of the hood of Anna’s BMW. 
Tarnished and thrashed metal took over the other, aging itself to the precipice of death. As we 
continued to drive on, it wheezed and coughed, letting out a few bouts of steam. And yet, we 
continued on to wherever we were going. When we got out of the car, an arboretum stretched out 
before us.  
“The botanical gardens?” 
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“Yes. I’ve—“ she bent her head down as if she were ashamed, “I’ve always thought I 
might be a botanist. I’d be in some garden growing, fertilizing, and pruning the roses, 
chrysanthemums, Erica, arum, white lilies, plumeria, ajisai, sakura, bunga raya, rakefet, and holy 
ghost orchids, and I’d spend all my time planting them and cultivating them.” 
“Then—“ 
“Then why aren’t I? Because no one will ever remember a silly little gardener.” 
Wrinkles seemed to form at the edges of her mouth the closer we got to the entrance. She 
looked weary. It was as if she fought the world and lost—not just once—but she fought and lost 
again, and again, and again. What great fights they were, though. Maybe that was why so many 
people were content to watch, sigh, and wait for the body to go cold.  
Upon entering the garden and gazing at the fountain that shot up in the air, Ghostface 
went around and sniffed at the grass surrounding the walkway. On the ground, the green of the 
bushes threatened to blend with the shadows, but above, the orange and purple of the tree leaves 
made a path for us to follow. It was just us in our private garden. Wandering without a map, she 
noted every flower and felt it; I felt my hand slowly lose grip of hers. I wondered how long the 
affair would last and why I so desperately wanted to hold on to it. We made it to the oval rose 
garden where the petals surrounded us: prickly guards closing in on two escaped prisoners. In the 
middle, there was an elderly woman caring to a bush of tea roses. As we walked up, we saw they 
had a light to them. It was white and bright and came from the innermost part of the petals, right 
before the reds rolled, before the yellow valleys unfurled out, before the green leaves stemmed 
out into darkness. 
 “Those are beautiful,” Anna said, holding my hand tight.  
57 
 
The elderly lady looked at us through her hat and waved a glove, blackened with soil, at 
us. “Thank you, sweetie. Although, I suppose cynicism is catching up to me in my old age, but I 
guess that’s why I like young fools like you.” She made a disapproving glance at Ghostface, who 
was coughing up flakes of grass. He went over to a tree where he made a retching sound and 
began to whimper. “Poor thing,” she said, dryly. “These,” she pointed to the roses, focusing our 
attention on them again, “may be ready to be put down.” Anna put her hand over her mouth. 
“Good roses too. It comes to all good things.” 
 “How old are they?” I asked. 
 “Thirty,” she said. 
 “Thirty?” Anna said, her voice barely rising up to a whisper. She relinquished my hand 
and stepped back.  
 “Yep, if you can cultivate it correctly, keep it nurtured properly, and properly attend to it, 
that’s about how long the bloom will last.”   
 I nodded my head and turned my head to see Anna was gone. The elderly gardener turned 
around and went back to work. I went round the oval, looking for Anna. I went out to the lower 
gardens where the seasonal display was. Summer was about to start, and everything was lush and 
sprouting, seemingly lead by live oaks, towering and watching like shepherds. Walking through 
the trees and down a path lined with benches, I saw that the ground was ablaze in leaves, that 
trees were shedding. I followed the light from the azaleas that seemed to grow smaller and 
smaller. As I went along, snow had begun to form over some of the statues and plants, 
enveloping and taking over everything until whatever growth was under it was rendered null. Yet 
I continued to walk, all the while wondering if I was searching or if I was lost, wondering exactly 
how much time I would waste, wondering how much time I had wasted. The oak trees came 
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back to me. They loomed over the snow, wearing icicle drips in a nose hair fashion, letting their 
hair grey, and rising with weakened limbs. I went back out through them, glancing at the black 
bark as I did so. Back where I started, I saw the elderly gardener was gone. Ghostface’s yips 
echoed in the background. I followed his barks and found he was at the spot where he vomited, 
except he apparently came back to clean it up. Anna was laying down next to him. 
 “I need to call my parents,” she said. 
I lay down beside her so that our heads nearly touched. I could tell she wanted to say 
something else. I heard her tongue click on her teeth. She started right before she stopped and did 
so about four times before she finally blurted it out.  
 “I turn thirty in two minutes and twelve seconds,” she said, looking down at her wrist. 
I grabbed her hand. There wasn’t much of a sensation: just the fact that I was aware there 
wasn’t much I could do. I wanted to tell her that everything would be ok, but I didn’t know. It 
would only be revealed as we went on. We lay down as everything around us marched on, as 
trees continued to sway in the wind, as the flowers continued to bloom, as the ground beneath us 
continued to hold.  
 “Why does it always move so fast?” she asked 
I didn’t reply; I was too busy staring at her watch. I didn’t look at the time I looked at the 
face—the white face that seemed to belie the apparent edge; that made me believe it stretched on 
for eternity, a universe ever expanding; and that it couldn’t be bound by blackened numbers and 
counted down by thin strikes. But the thought was too dizzying and my eyes were only half 
open. So there was comfort when I found the ticking hand and followed its revolution, listening 

















Pearl Jackson had her first funeral at the age of seven. Ramona and Nessie Senna, the neighbor 
girls she saw through the window, came over for the first time. When they went up to Pearl’s 
room, Ramona’s eyes got big at the sight of Frieda. Pushing her face toward the glass to the point 
that it stretched and thinned out like a ghoul’s mask, she tapped on the bowl and gave Frieda a 
fright. “Cool,” she said. Pearl smiled and thought about how this person might be the type of 
friend she saw older people with, where they would sit down for hours talking, lighting 
cigarettes, and waving away children like her until they were done; she didn’t know if she would 
smoke yet, though. Pearl went up to the glass, put on her ghoul mask, and thought that the sight 
of her would make Frieda suddenly do something spectacular. Instead, she floated.  
 “What does she do?” Ramona asked.  
 “Nothing,” Pearl said. “But I have to feed her, and change the water, clean the bowl, 
watch the water temperature, and look out for ich.” 
 “What’s ich?” 
 “I don’t know. I read about it in a book called Pristine Fish. I rented it from the library, 
but I can let you borrow it.” 
 “No.” 
Pearl turned back to Nessie; Nessie was a big kid—the type who wore a lot of bracelets, 
always chewed gum, and had already tasted her first cigarette. She went around touching Pearl’s 
things, sighing as she did so and dropping them on the floor. Pearl clutched the edge of her desk 
as she watched her and felt tears coming on. A poke from Ramona’s leg stopped her. So, instead, 
Pearl cupped her hand around Ramona’s ear and said, “When you turn out the lights, she looks 
just like the sun.” They both peered into the bowl, and Pearl could tell that they were both 
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dimming everything around them. This feeling of sharing a thought with someone had such a 
sweet taste—Pearl couldn’t help but to smile.  
 “Let’s feed it some goldfish crackers and see what happens,” Nessie said.  
 “We can’t,” Pearl said. “Pristine Fish says we can only—“ 
 “Oh, I know.” Nessie picked up the bowl over their heads and carried it down the stairs 
and to her yard. 
By the time Pearl and Ramona reached her, she was dangling Frieda by her tail, her fins 
swinging back and forth. Down below, Nessie’s Chihuahua, JoJo, waited, standing on her hind 
legs and barking. Releasing thumb and index, Nessie let Frieda go. Frieda tried to swim through 
the air, looking to find the right movement and force it hard enough, trying to make fire from 
limbs. Ugly chomps filled the yard, and each one seemed to shrink Pearl more and more and 
more. JoJo spit out Frieda, barked at her, and walked away, as if cruelty was only outclassed by 
boredom. Frieda laid flat and motionless, a subtraction sign on the grass.   
 “Why’d you do that?” Pearl asked, tears running down her cheeks. 
 Nessie shrugged. “Better than the baby stuff you were doing.” 
 The funeral was that night. Pearl’s father made a casket out of a cigar box and buried it in 
the yard. Not a lot of words were said about Frieda, so everyone in attendance—Pearl, her 
parents—stood silently until it was time to go in and eat. After dinner, when she was alone, she 
put her ear to the ground and listened. She wanted to know what the soil would whisper now that 
it had her best friend. Nothing came to her and so she used to silence to think about how easily 
Nessie had popped her world—how her legs looked so tall, oak trees in long socks; how quick 
she was down the stairs; how little she seemed to care. Why, Pearl wondered, did she seem so 
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unscaleable? When she opened her eyes, she saw Ramona peeking at her through the tops of the 
fences that separated their houses.  
 Pearl’s second funeral came when she was nine—her grandmother on her mother’s side. 
Her family went to Florida, and she kept asking if she could go to the beach. When Ramona 
asked how the water was she had to lie. When she was ten, an aunt died—father’s side. That was 
the time she found it that she really liked potato salad. Another aunt—mother’s side—died a few 
months after that from a car accident; Pearl didn’t know that could happen. They had a closed 
casket, so she could only think about what might be inside. She remembered that one time 
Ramona came over and they dug up Frieda’s cigar box; Pearl wanted the bones, to confirm them. 
Slowly and carefully, Pearl picked at the latch with a pair of tweezers. Ramona sighed and 
flipped it open with a finger, as if switching on a light. The coffin was void. The girls looked at 
each other, screamed, and ran to their respective houses. And so—slowly and carefully, when no 
one was looking—Pearl snuck a peek into her aunt’s casket. She saw. The lid crashed back down 
and made an echo that turned everyone towards her. What she witnessed would only come to her 
when she closed her eyes. Right after that was when she started hiding her parent’s keys and 
throwing fits when they left for work. It was all she had to work with then.  
When she was fourteen, her grandfather—father’s side—had passed away. Christine—a 
cousin—had bawled into her shoulder all day long. Pearl took her out to the backyard, where her 
grandpa’s mango tree curled with brown leaves. “Remember,” Christine started, “when we used 
to catch lighting bugs out here?” No, Pearl thought, it wasn’t lightning bugs; it was just the bug 
zapper her grandpa had that every one of her cousins dared one another to touch. She put her arm 
around her cousin and thought about algebra formulas—she had a math test when this was all 
over. Sobs came out of Christine. Pearl pulled her in closer and found herself staring at her 
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cousin’s cheek. Coming out without cessation, the tears trickled down and seemed to catch a bit 
of glimmer from the sun. Each time it happened Pearl’s heart leaped a little. She leaned in, 
closed her eyes, and tried to turn all the fractions, decimals, and subtraction signs into little dots 
of light she’d catch in bottles.  
Next was her uncle on her father’s side. Her family drove down to New Orleans for the 
service. Her uncle Clarke used to tell her that he was Indian. Pearl didn’t see him living in a tipi 
like a Sioux, and she definitely thought he didn’t have the hair for it. It wasn’t until the service 
that she found out he was a Mardi Gras Indian. The Yellow Jacket tribe that her uncle belonged 
to came out when bearers took the casket. Pearl couldn’t keep her eyes off the chief’s suit. It was 
the feathers that whipped like a flame in the wind, that burned to tedium, that shined on all eyes 
and unpeeled everything into incoherency that made Pearl still. Familiar chants she couldn’t 
name rang in her head, and she looked out to see people were dancing—feet shuffling on the 
casket wood, horns blaring through mourning veils. Such madness on such a day, Pearl thought, 
before she began to lightly tap her shoes on the ground. Tambourine beats from the chief’s palm 
lead everything down the street. Following the descent of the casket line in sight only, Pearl 
watched as the light from the chief’s feathers faded out. Letting her foot go limp, Pearl stared out 
at what used to be. Someone came up to her and gave her a handkerchief as they went down the 
street to follow. During the car ride home, she asked her father if she was Indian—Mardi Gras or 
otherwise—he told her a relative—a great, great, great grandmother—was Natchez. At the 
nearest bookstore, she bought everything she could on them. As soon as she got back home, she 
told Ramona she was part Indian and that you could dance at funerals. Ramona sat on her usual 
side of the porch, next to the opposite guardrail, and blew smoke in the air.  
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“So you’re African-Native-American?” Ramona exhaled again. “Ha, and you didn’t even 
know, and you’re you.” Pearl shrugged. “Great, you’re that and that, and I’m Hispanic-white, 
we’re both bilingual.”  
“That’s not what that means,” Pearl said.  
They tested out the dancing theory when a girl at school, Candace Coleman, died in a 
train accident—she was tanning on the track. “Like an idiot,” Pearl said, Ramona said. Every 
other girl cried at the service. “She was our age,” and “There was nothing she could have done to 
control that train,” were things kids said. “It’s ok to cry,” was something someone told Pearl; the 
girl had a frown when said this. When a vigil was held the next night, Pearl and Ramona stayed 
in Pearl’s room and danced to “Mambo Sun.” Dancing the way Pearl did might have been 
something she picked up from Nessie. At least Pearl could imagine Nessie putting her arms up 
and thrusting her hips down, whipping her hair without care. She thought about trains among the 
guitar riffs. Would she really be so easy to miss when one came for her? If she had tears in her 
eyes, she didn’t notice them. 
“Was this her favorite song?” Pearl asked. 
“Whose?” Ramona said, shuffling.  
“The dead girl’s.” 
“I don’t know, should have been, though.” 
When they stopped, they crashed on the floor, smiled, and giggled.  
 A brain aneurysm took Pearl’s father on the last day of school of her junior year. An 
aneurysm, an aneurysm, an aneurysm—how did you stop that, she wondered. She wrote it down 
in blue ink, “aneurysm,” she wrote it smaller than she wrote most things. Educated guesses were 
the starting points to solving anything; she had read Crypto Chaos so many times that she knew 
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all the rules of how to decipher, master, and control incoherencies by heart.  There was no 
reason, Pearl thought, why it shouldn’t be the same again. The paper remained blank except for a 
few wet spots that stained the page. Almost as soon as they got the time of death from the 
hospital, Pearl’s mother kept busy: calling people, handling the insurance, choosing the church, 
purchasing the casket, abiding by the will, picking out the plot. “When did she have time to 
grieve?” Pearl wondered.  
 They went together to pick out the suit her father would be buried in. Pearl sat, cross 
armed, as her mother touched each of the shirts she picked and made a humming noise.  
 “I already picked out the flowers,” her mother began, “which I’m extremely proud of. It’s 
not easy trying to find which petal fits that man.” Her mother grinned, Pearl gritted her teeth. “It 
doesn’t necessarily have to match, though blue was his favorite color.” She put out a shirt in 
front of Pearl. It was blue, dark blue. The type of blue you see when the last light of the day is 
nearly extinguished from the horizon. “What do you think?” 
 “It doesn’t matter.” Pearl mumbled as she stared at the floor.  
 “Yes, Pearl, it does, and you need to help.” 
 “It’s his death suit. What does it matter what he wears to his coffin?” Pearl felt her eyes 
fill and the first tear escape her lid. Pivoting away from her mother, she brushed her cheek on her 
shoulder.  
 “Pearl,” her mother clasped her hand on Pearl’s shoulders, “you have to choose.” Her 
mother was shaking her now. Pearl turned her head from the floor and met her mother’s eyes: 
faded in the iris and red on the edges—a rusted sun bloodletting itself onto a white sky that 
quickened her heart and parted her lips. “We don’t get to give up, Pearl. You’ll have to do this, 
and you’ll have to do this again. You can’t let it overwhelm you. You have to stay in—“ 
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 “The blue will look nice on him,” Pearl said.  
Her mother nodded and took the shirt to the tailor. Water was sliding down Pearl’s cheek. 
She thought about her height, five-nine, thought about it in centimeters, in yards. She thought 
about Ramona’s height, how they used to measure themselves on her bedroom door, how she 
used to make Ramona stand perfectly still so the count would be exact, how they both seemed to 
stay the same height, no shorter or taller than the other one, as if they could control it. Five-nine 
was her height; what could she possibly grasp onto with that? 
 Pearl took her mother down gently. She died of heat stroke while she was powerwalking 
around the neighborhood.  
 “If she had just called,” Pearl said. 
 “I’m sorry Pearl,” Ramona said, from the other end of the line. 
 “She should have called me. I shouldn’t have stayed on campus. She needed someone to 
tell her not to bother when the sun was acting like that. I could have stopped this.” 
 “Pearl, there’s nothing you could have done.” The spark from Ramona’s lighter came in 
through the phone. 
 “You should know that doesn’t make me feel better.” 
 “Listen, you should get some—“ 
 “I have to make arrangements.” 
 “I’ll help.” 
 “Good.” 
 “Ok.” 
 “I could have stopped this, Ramona.” 
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Ramona mostly smoked cigarettes and rubbed her friend’s back. Pearl was the one who 
called people, handled the insurance, purchased the casket, chose the church, and picked the plot. 
One night she fell asleep choosing the picture for the wake. Ramona got her up.  
 “I think you can quit for today,” she said.  
 “I can’t give up,” Pearl mumbled. 
 “You’re a rock, girl.” Ramona put her arm around Pearl’s shoulder and frowned.  
Nessie came the next day. Pearl was slumped on the couch, going through her mom’s 
contacts again. A few knocks from outside echoed in the house—they were louder than the bell. 
Ramona opened the door and gasped. Looking up from her work, Pearl saw that Nessie was bald.  
 “What the hell happened?” Ramona said. 
 “It’s nice to see you, too,” Nessie replied. 
 “Sorry,” Ramona said, leaning in to hug her sister. “Good, now what the hell happened?” 
 “I cut it. It got in the way when I was storm chasing.” Ramona let out a sigh. “I saw a 
tornado in Oklahoma last week. Beautiful, absolutely beautiful. It was just this force, this 
absolutely unstoppable force.” Pearl had gripped down on her pen and finally noticed she was 
drawing a circle that she kept going over. Nessie continued. “After the clouds dissipated, the day 
looked so beautiful.” Ramona sunk an elbow into her sister. “Oh yeah, where is she?” Ramona 
pointed a finger toward Pearl. Peeling off her coat, Nessie walked towards the couch. She wore a 
pink sweater, a bald head, and was six feet tall. It was a height that made Pearl shudder. It was 
big, too big. Pearl slouched down on the sofa.  
 The wake was nice. The service was good. Objectively, everything was fine. And yet 
Pearl, from the moment she saw Nessie’s tattoo, couldn’t focus. When she first hugged her and 
even when she was delivering her eulogy, Pearl couldn’t stop looking at it. Only Nessie would 
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get something like that, do something like this, Pearl thought. It was of the sun, with a 
complacent face, shooting light beams out from its sides, the type you might see on a tarot card. 
Centered on her chest, it rose up from the valley her breast created. Up close, it was just an odd 
pupil on the sclera of her skin. Taken back, though, when you could see Nessie’s neck, it looked 
as if the sun had been swallowed down her throat and was trying to push itself through Nessie’s 
chest.  
 “Pearl,” Nessie had called when Pearl was caught staring a few feet from the lowered 
casket. 
 “Your tattoo…” Pearl said.  
 “You like it? It means innocence—“ 
 “No,” Pearl said. “For a lot of reasons I don’t like it. Why would you do this? Why 
now?” 
 “Oh, I’m sorry.” Nessie brought her head down. “Oh,” she snapped. She reached in her 
purse and got out a marker. Going left to right, she made thick black lines across her chest until 
the sun was effaced to blackness, purgatory, nothingness.  “There,” Nessie smiled. “Better?” She 
paused and studied Pearl’s face. “Pearl?” she called. 
 “What?” Pearl answered. 
 “Oh, honey, you’re crying.” 
 
The cancer was the spot that looked like a malformed galaxy cordoned in a telescope lens. As 
soon as Pearl saw it, she went back to looking down at the floor. She thought about all those 
times she could have snatched the cigarette out of Ramona’s hands, all those times she should 
have lectured, all those times she took the smoke as an invitation she could have rebuked.  The 
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doctor was saying something to Ramona, who was rocking her legs forward on the patient’s seat. 
She had made that dull pendulum time and time again, but it never quite got Pearl as red before.  
 “Now, doc,” Ramona said. “I can see cutting back, obviously, but that doesn’t necessarily 
mean…well, I already have cancer anyways.” Ramona shrugged a shrug that hovered over Pearl 
before it turned over its horn and drove suicidal into her shoulder.  
 Outside, Ramona reached in her purse for one. Shaking, she brought it to her mouth and 
tried to flick her lighter on.  
 “No,” Pearl said, taking the cigarette out of her mouth. “You don’t get to give up.” 
Without taking the time to realize that she had never held one before, she tore where the orange 
and white meet. She did this for the whole pack. Ramona sighed and continued her walk; Pearl 
stared down and noted the molehill of scab and dead skin that gathered at her feet.  
  
Afternoons were the only times when they found they could still talk like themselves. A month 
of hospice had taught them that. Usually Ramona was flipping through channels when Pearl was 
coming in, and she expected to hear the chatter while she walked down the hall. Instead, it was 
noiseless. Pearl’s heart sank until she heard the thud of the eraser hitting the pad and turned her 
head into the room.  
 “What’re you doing?” Pearl asked as she came in and took her usual spot right by the 
bed, placing a hand on Ramona’s unused arm. Her whole body now seemed to be perpetually 
coming inside from the cold. Pearl moved her hand up and down.  
 “I’ve been…writing,” Ramona said. She glanced over at Pearl. “What’s wrong with 
you?” 
 “I thought,” Pearl paused. “I thought you’d be watching TV. You could have told me.” 
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 “There was nothing to tell, Pearl, but I’m done for today. I tried writing about my sister. 
All I did was write about how she used to teach me the samba when our parents fought, and I 
almost called her, to tell her she should just come and stay all day, but every time she comes I 
hardly speak to her because she bawls so much. So I just thought about how I used to stand on 
her feet when we danced, then I wondered how she knew how to samba, and I realized she 
didn’t. All those steps were made up, we were just moving around and twirling about because we 
could, but it was better than whatever else we could have done.” They held the next few seconds 
of silence like a game of chicken. “How was work?” Ramona asked. 
 “Fine, nothing out of the ordinary—“ 
 “No, no,” Ramona began. “I don’t want to hear about how you reshelved everything and 
freaked out when you couldn’t find a book, or God forbid, found something out of place in the 
Dewey decibel system.” 
 “Decimal.” 
 “Whatever, you know what I want to hear.”  
 Pearl sighed and crossed her legs. “You remember Mrs. Munro?” 
 “The one who jumped on her husband’s casket?” Ramona giggled. “No, she’s back?” 
 “A cousin. She said she would act right this time. I’ll put her in the back just to be sure.” 
 “Was I there for that one?” Pearl gulped. “I remember the first one. That lady across the 
street said your mother’s funeral was perfect. Perfect, that’s just weird. I thought it was weirder 
that you took it. Like there was this morbid side of Pearl I never knew. Then you got paid, then I 




 “Which is like the major leagues of dead people.” A laugh came from Ramona that ran 
like their usually notes, until it lingered on, sustaining some strange new dissonance.  
 “You kept looking for scandals when we were doing interviews,” Pearl said.  
 “Right, I was naïve.” Pearl crossed her legs, turned to the TV and found it blank. Ramona 
stared down at her legs.  
 “But the dogs were always your favorite,” Pearl said. 
 “Yes,” Ramona smirked. “Dog tuxedos. That’s exactly—that put you on the map.” 
 “Immaculate dog funerals.” 
 “Exactly. Then, everyone wanted a Pearl Jackson funeral.” Uncrossing her legs, Pearl put 
her hands where she thought her knees were. “You’ve done so many of them, you’ve mastered 
it.” 
 “Have you eaten yet?” Pearl asked, standing up from her chair.  
 “No, not yet.” 
 “Five small meals.” 
 “I know, Pearl.” 
 “And you have to stay on schedule. Why didn’t the nurse bring you anything?” 
 “It doesn’t matter, I’m not hungry.” 
 “Everything I read—“ 
 “Yes, everything you’ve read, except it’s my stomach, and you can’t set when it’s going 
to eat. And trust me; I’m not dying of hunger.” 
 Putting her fists in her pockets, Pearl walked towards the door. “You can actually do 
something about this.” She turned out the door. 
 “Where are you going?” 
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 “If you’re not going to…” 
 “Pearl, you can’t make me—“ 
Already out the door before she could finish, Pearl moved through the hallway and past a 
few nurses. There was an awkward cadence to her walk. Either she was tilting or the floor was. 
She thought about Ramona’s em dash, the abhorrent flat line that faded into nothingness, that 
interrupted the bluff into abyss, that destroyed meaning and slit context into chaos. Without 
realizing it, her back had gotten used to the wall and she had been tasting salt for the past five 
minutes.  
 “Do you need help?” a nurse asked. 
 “No, my friend needs food,” Pearl began, “and I need to make arrangements.” 
Tapping her pencil on the paper every few seconds, Ramona started writing again. Pearl 
could see for the first time that she was getting shorter, that they no longer shared the same 
height.  
 “I’ll make yours the best ever,” Pearl said, stepping through the door. 
 Letting her notebook fall to her knees, Ramona leaned back into her pillow and sighed. 
“Thank you. Just make sure you handle it the way Pearl should handle it.” Pearl lowered her 
head and nodded. “Ugh, and I don’t want anyone crying,“ Ramona said, waving a finger. “It’ll 
make me feel like I’ve lost or something.” 
 “A tearless funeral,” Pearl said.  
 Ramona let out a little giggle, “exactly.” 
 “You should keep writing,” Pearl said. “I’ll make sure everything gets said.” 
Nodding her head, Ramona looked at her notebook and resumed tapping her pen on the 
pad. Clasping her fingers together, Pearl stared at her hands. Mastered it, she thought. A master 
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of funerals. Did she own that? Or did it just pop into everyone’s heads until it swelled? Or did it 
beat down on her from above until she submitted? Or did she simply cultivate it unknowingly, 
letting it drift in the air: exhaled and inhaled.  
***  
Ramona usually stood at the sides of the podium—next to Pearl—clutching her clipboard and 
whispering to Pearl about smeared makeup. When it was quiet, like it was now, Pearl could still 
feel her breath—hardened into a ghostly stalactite that hung in Pearl’s ear, possessing cerumen 
and haunting the malaise of the day with its slow drip. Marcy usually sat in the back where she 
sat in the back and became smaller than she already was. She was five-two and snuck up on 
clients, forcing them to tilt their head down, exclaiming “Oh!” and dropping their balled up 
tissue as they did so. She sat in the front today, staring at Pearl, waiting for her to move, and 
letting nimble pen strikes fill the air that got muffled by the upside down scythe in her canal. 
Pearl rubbed her ears and grabbed her gavel and let it fall, letting its echo make its sweep 
through her head. Marcy let the jolt run through her that knocked her glasses crooked.  
 “We will now begin the business of the day.” Pearl started, “which is funeral…” 
 “S-seventy seven,” Marcy stuttered. 
Seventy seven, the number came into Pearl’s head with all the drollness of a five year old 
counting ants. Only it was a long string of caskets in some dull march in her backyard. 
 “Add something to the number.” 
 “Such as, sir?” 




 “First order is transportation. No limos. She hated them. Never got invited to prom. 
Everyone still has transportation?” 
 “It hasn’t changed since last time.” 
 “That doesn’t—well, good. Secondly—“ 
 “I didn’t get invited to my prom, either,” Marcy began. “Well, I was homeschooled, but 
my parent’s threw a big gathering for all the homeschooled kids. No one came, but I did get to 
two step with my dog. He was sick—“ Pearl banged the gavel, and Marcy lunged forward.  
 “Secondly,” Pearl began, “I’ve reached out and got her favorite cousin to read her 
favorite poet—Thomas. It’s ‘Do Not Go Gentle into that Good Night.’ It sounded good over the 
phone. Remember, we’re to start an applause before and start one after. Manners in Depression 
says clapping lessens the chance of tears.” 
Marcy raised her hand, the lone thing rising in a graveyard of chairs, and bit her lip. “The 
b-bereaved isn’t here to object to anything. Are you sure you want to—“ the gavel came down, 
Marcy jumped forward.  
 “She put me in charge, and I assured her family I would handle it. Frankly, it’s chaos 
with a whole group of crying people demanding things anyways. I can make the plans, I can 
make sure the family is happy/sad—whatever, I can take everything in control.” 
 A knock came from outside the office door that made Marcy jump out of her chair. 
Nessie entered afterwards. Black shades were on her face, but Pearl could tell she had been 
crying by the water scars on her cheeks and the invisible queen piece lodged in her mouth that 
left her bottom lip and top permanently separated.  Blinking, as if to adjust to the shade after 
coming out from a noon sun, Pearl didn’t notice that Nessie had already pounced on her, had 
already gotten her arms wrapped around her. Swinging her shoulders from side to side, she tried 
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to break free of Nessie’s grasp, of the feeling that she was a mouse suddenly trapped in tactless 
talons.  
 “Nessie—“  
 “I know, Pearl, I know,” Nessie sniffled. “But you can let it out, I’m here, now.” 
 “We-we’ve been trying to contact you,” Marcy said.  
Nessie shot a glace that made Marcy dip her head down to the tiles. Even adorned in 
shades she had that quality—of being a cobra and seizing up muscles.  
 “I was climbing Mt. Everest. I needed to clear my head and I wanted to be the tallest 
woman in the world.” 
Pearl got an arm free of Nessie’s embrace and pounded her gavel on her podium. Marcy 
lunged forward. In one swift movement—as a giant would take anything from a seven year old—
Nessie had the gavel, spinning it with her wrist.  
 “Nessie,” Pearl began. “There’s a sign outside—“ 
 “You can’t keep me out of my sister’s funeral, Pearl. Now, we have to do it right.” 
 “Nessie,” Pearl began.  
 “Everyone should be dressed in purple. It was her favorite color.” 
 “Nessie—“ 
 “I want to recite a poem I’ve been working on. It’s 128 pages.” 
 “Nessie—“ 
 “And we should all pour out a 40 for her.” 
 “She doesn’t—didn’t drink 40s.” 
 “It’s just what you do, Pearl,” Nessie said, as she wiped a finger by her cheek. “And I 
think JoJo should be allowed to express herself.” 
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 “That dog’s still alive?” Pearl shook her head. “Nessie, it’s in two days.” 
 “So we have to act fast. I know.” 
 “Nessie—“ 
 “I just want everyone to properly mourn my sister, to feel what I’m feeling.” 
Pearl saw her head in the reflection of Nessie’s shades, barely rising above the tears that looked 
to drown her.  
 “Fine,” Pearl sighed. “We’ll talk about it.” Nessie flashed a smile. “At the bar tonight—
eight.” 
 Nessie planted a kiss on Pearl’s cheek. “It’ll be perfect.” 
Finally releasing Pearl, Nessie went out the door, tossing the gavel behind her shoulder as 
she left. Pearl let it hit the floor.  
 “There was a sign on the door,” Pearl exclaimed to no one in particular. Marcy was 
dabbing her eyes with a tissue. “What are you on about?” 
 “It-it just looks so hard to be a sister, especially, now.” 
The train that went downtown had yet to have a collision-based or railway-based 
accident. Sure, the occasional person fell/sunbathed on the track, but the cars had a good record. 
And the headrests were good. Pearl found it easy enough to drift off while traveling, at least 
when Nessie wasn’t on the mind. She glanced out the window. The sun was small enough to be 
picked up by thumb and index and swallowed in a gulp. Pearl stared, looped her thumbs back 
and forth, and let it bleed. It was there. It was there. It was there. Then, in an instant, it was gone. 
Pearl’s room was the same as she left it when was seven. Frieda was even in her hands. Pearl ran 
a finger down the bowl; it was spotless. She checked the water temperature to make sure it was 
fine—a “perfect seventy,” as it was labelled in chapter five, paragraph three of Pristine Fish. 
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Pearl looked at Frieda as she floated. She didn’t have ich, nor did she have any Chihuahua bite 
marks on her. Pearl got up, turned the lights off, picked up Frieda, and watched her be the sun. 
The reminder of what she could hold loosened her limbs slightly. Books came into view and 
were lit before they faded out, as did her desk, her bed, and closet, and Pearl found it hard to stop 
the revolution, stop the room from spinning, stop her body from twirling.  
A recollection came to her that seized her muscles. It felt as if mouse lungs had replaced 
the ones she used to have. All of this had been rendered void, Pearl thought. Frieda still floated. 
Pearl took her down and held her to her chest. Placing her palm at the center next to a couple of 
pencil etched inch lines and giving it a slight nudge, Pearl opened her bedroom door and let it 
hang for a few seconds before she poked her head out first to the right, then to the left. The 
hallways and bathroom were empty. Pearl glanced down at Frieda, clutching her fingers on the 
bowl. The sound of a tree unburdening itself of all its green, red, and gold came out from the 
living room. The closer Pearl got, the more it engulfed her ears; the more the sound of the limbs 
became clearer, murkier; the more it sounded like everything and nothing all at once. Everyone 
who wasn’t supposed to be there was on the couch: Ramona, Pearl’s mother, Pearl’s father. 
When she turned the corner, she saw what they were watching. Nessie was dancing at the center, 
her eyes shut as she shuffled. Everyone who watched her had a smile on their face. Except Pearl, 
who listened to the drips of water splash in Frieda’s bowl.  
Pinball machine noises rang out through the room. Someone was tilting it, tapping at it, 
and grunting near it before they slammed their fist down on it. The meek click of a quarter going 
in its slot started the whole thing up again. An introverted knife was on the bullseye of a 
dartboard next to the bar. A few toothpicks and pens were on the outside edges. On the lone pool 
table was a man—either passed out or knocked out—spread over the top with an empty beer 
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bottle next to him and the eight ball next to his throat. Pearl yawned and folded her arms together 
as she walked closer to the stools. The smoke from Nessie’s cigarette came up to Pearl and 
kissed her on both cheeks. Nessie got up and hugged Pearl, and Pearl let the shiver go through 
her spine. Every time Nessie touched her, Pearl couldn’t shake the feeling that Nessie was going 
to find a loose stitch in Pearl’s throat and that if she simply pulled hard enough, she could 
dethread her limbs and unravel her whole existence. Pearl glanced at Nessie’s hands. The tips 
were black. In fact, all of Nessie was black. Her shoes, shirt, eyeliner, and her hair—the same 
black Ramona had, only thicker and curlier.  
“Why are you dressed that way?” Pearl asked. 
“I’m a widow,” Nessie said, tossing her hair back. Pearl sighed and took a seat. 
“How are you holding up?” 
“Pearl,” Nessie began, with tears in her eyes. “I remember this time I was holding her 
when she was little, and I was spinning her around. My parents stopped me and they yelled at 
me, and I said ‘I’d never let her go.’” Nessie sniffled. “You don’t remember stuff like that until 
it’s too late.” In one quick movement, Nessie had her head buried in Pearl’s shoulder, letting 
tears run down the side of her arm. With her thumb and index, Pearl reached over to Nessie’s 
thigh and pinched a sliver with her nails. Nessie jumped up and turned to Pearl, her face 
reddened and dry. “Did you pinch me?” 
“Why do you like this place so much?” 
Nessie shrugged. “It suits me.” 
The man who was on the top of the pool table got up, placed his cue where the eight ball 
was, and lined up to take a shot. The ball hopped over the edge of the table, and the man 
stumbled down to the floor.  
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 “You brought us here for Ramona’s twenty-first,” Pearl said. “You kept giving her 
tequila, and she puked by the pinball machine. I told her to stop, that she could lose a kidney, but 
she said she had to dance with her sister and get loose. You left us here that night.” 
 “Oh yeah,” Nessie said, lifting a finger to her mouth. “Well, to be fair, I was getting her a 
present.” 
 “No,” Pearl stood up. “You were getting her my present. I told you not to get drunk, grab 
my keys, and get it from my house. You never came back. We had to walk home. Then, we go to 
my place, it’s a mess and you’re passed out on my couch…” Pearl stooped down and put her 
teeth together, “naked.”  
Pearl took a second to remind herself of seeing every door, cupboard, and drawer opened. 
All the papers she worked hard organizing were strewn about the floor, making an upside down 
stratosphere on her carpet. And all the furniture was upended, as if someone had tossed a cyclone 
from their pocket into her window. Pearl found Nessie in a blanket of her guest towels. The spot 
where the small of her back and her ass met was left uncovered. It formed a little wink. Of 
course, the present was under where she had left it, told Nessie it was. At that moment, glancing 
down at the one thing that didn’t move, Pearl felt the gripping of the wine glass that shattered it 
to pieces.  
 “When we were walking home,” Pearl continued, “I told your sister how much I hated 
you, and she said ‘You get used to it after a while. You shouldn’t expect or much, or you should 
expect way too much.’” Ramona’s face as she said this, smiling and rotating as she pirouetted 
down the street, came to her like the bitterness of a lemon does when teeth bite through the rind. 
And then she remembered how much she wiped her eyes on her sleeve that night.  
 “Ha!” Nessie pulled her head back and began giggling. 
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 “Is that funny to you?” 
 “Is it not supposed to be?” Nessie continued giggling. Pearl took the same sliver of skin 
as before and pinched. A bang came from shoes hitting the bar table.  
 “Why are you pinching me?” Nessie asked, her face red.  
 “Why do you keep ruining my plans?” Pearl asked. 
 “I don’t…” Nessie took a quick drag from her cigarette. “I don’t plan on ruining your 
plans. I just…” she blew a puff of smoke, “do things.” 
 “Well, you need to get a grip—“ 
 “Yes,” Nessie started, stubbing out her cigarette, “I need to be like you and make life one 
giant clipboard with a sheet of paper that has a bunch of squares checked off.” 
 “Nessie, I’m just trying to help.” 
 “No, you’re trying to control me, and I don’t get why you have to do it now of all times.”  
A brown napkin found its way to Nessie’s eyelids. A mound of them had appeared on the 
table within a couple of seconds. Some sniffles came and broke up the sobs. Each time they 
resonated in Pearl’s bones, she clinched her fist a little tighter. She found the same sliver of skin 
she found before and pinched down. It hindered nothing. Glancing up, Pearl saw Nessie’s eyes—
two horizontal hyacinths regurgitating a monsoon. The same thought a doctor who is looking at a 
hemorrhaging appendage has came into Pearl’s head. “It must stop.” 
 “This is coming from your sister,” Pearl heard herself say. Nessie paused mid-dab. 
 “Ramona said this?” Nessie said, bringing up her head. Pearl signaled the bartender and 
ordered a rum and coke that got promptly delivered to her. She took a sip and let the warmth hit 
her throat.  
 “She was worried. I think she just wanted you to settle down.” 
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 “When did she—“ 
 “She wrote and talked a lot. I listened.” 
 “I’m the older sister, where does she get off giving me advice...” She put her head on the 
table and folded her arms under them. Pearl turned around in her stool, counted all the inches 
between Nessie’s head and hers. She was a stump now. Pearl ordered another drink and took a 
long sip of it through her straw. 
 “Nessie, the funeral…” 
 “Yes, no, well—you’re the expert. I suppose you need to just tell me what to do.” Pearl 
coughed up a little of her drink mid-sip. 
 “Show up on time, wear black, write out what you want to say—send it to me, and cover 
your tattoo.” Nessie reached out a withered bough of an arm and tried to find something to grasp 
on to. 
 “You’ve been to a lot of funerals, right?” 
 “I’ve seen a lot, yes.” 
 “Does it get any easier?” 
Pearl took a long sip of her drink. “You manage what you can manage, Nessie.” 
“Oh.” There were some rumblings under the table. Nessie brought a cigarette from her 
carton up to her lips. Pearl grabbed it with her thumb and index. Nessie sighed. “I’ve been doing 
it since before you were friends.” 
“I don’t see how you can’t respect the statistical average of death.” 
“I do. I just know there’s nothing I can do about it—neither can you.” 
Nessie got up and left. Pearl ordered another drink, finished it, paid what she owed, and 
caught the next train out.  
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 It was well after hours, but there needed to be something done about the fire in Pearl’s 
belly. She knocked on the door, paused, and lightly rang the doorbell. Marcy came in about ten 
seconds in a tank top and sleep pants, rubbing the bridge of her nose with her thumb. 
 “S-sir?” 
Pearl walked in. The floors were littered with files and folders. Some of them from 
various funerals they’ve arranged. Pearl reached down and picked up something off the carpet. 
“Detective Comics” was printed on the front. 
 “You must have little brothers,” Pearl said. 
 “Well yes, b-but it’s mine.” 
 “Oh,” Pearl let it drop from her hands. “Anyways, I think we need to go over the list of 
overly emotional targets and discuss strategy.” 
 Marcy tilted her head down to the floor. “I-I-I…” 
Pearl sighed and made two quick strides toward Marcy and lunged at and grabbed her 
tongue mid-stutter. With her thumb and index, she held it like a retreating rabbit leg that had 
been stripped of all of its fur and bone.  
 “Why can’t you stop doing that?” 
 “Ay cahnt helllp eet.” Pearl let the foot go down the hole. 
 “I’m sorry,” Pearl said. 
 “It’s…” Marcy coughed. “It’s ok. Well, it’s not ok, but forget about it.” 
 “It was very unhygienic. I should get tested after that.” 
 “Tested for what?” 
 “Ich,” Pearl said, laughing and falling onto a couch. “Do you have that list?” 
 “I, uh, left it at the office.” 
83 
 
Pearl turned over from her back to her belly and kicked a few papers from the armrest to 
the floor.  
 “Of course,” she started, sighing into a pillow. “Nothing can stay where it’s supposed to 
be. Everything’s got to try and break me down.” 
 “Sir,” Marcy began, standing up, “I’m not a master like you,” Pearl let out a laugh that 
was muffled by humorless linen. “I’ve seen what you’ve done for people. Y-you did it for my 
cousin. Everyone was a mess, and, well, crazy. But you did everything short of stopping her 
from dying—“ Pearl looked up and shut her eyes—“to keep everyone in control, and I-I know 
it’s hard, but I want to say I believe you’re doing the right thing.” 
A few snores faded into the air. Marcy took out her spare guest covers and draped them 
over Pearl. 
 For some odd reason her tits were out. Glancing out a window, Pearl found the grinning 
teeth of a few palisades. Charred black and ascending, a white walnut tree stretched its limbs and 
poured a balaclava mask on everything beneath it. A little piece of November came that made 
Pearl adjust the deer skin on her hips. The church belied the cross and was empty. Pearl found 
another window and tiptoed her feet to see through it. Outside was a sleeping Rosalie exactly as 
Le Page Du Pratz had described. To the right was a cemetery and to the left were a few men 
draped in buffalo whispering to French ears about guns and hunting. A feeling that a lung was 
going to wither and drop like the fruit from a rotted tree came to her as she unfolded the 
knowledge. She ran across the pews looking for a way out, but it dawned on her that she was 
trapped—sequestered under the stained glass. She didn’t see him until now—The Great Sun 
resting where the casket should have been. The vermillion he had on gave him a zombie face. 
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And the feather crown was black, as if the stems were wrapped in arachnid legs. He had the 
calumet between his index and middle finger, smoking it like a Marlboro.   
 “Caham,” he said, and so Pearl sat with her back against the podium.  
The Great Sun offered the pipe to her. Pearl waved it away. She wanted to warn him, tell 
him not to give the signal, but it felt like someone excised her tongue from her mouth. He took 
another puff. 
 “Chill,” he said, offering the pipe to Pearl.  
She took it and brought it to her mouth the same way she had seen Ramona do it. She 
inhaled into a coughing fit. A drum beat came down the aisle that reverberated through the 
church and sounded like a heart attack in stereo. There was a circle around them now. The 
women formed ring and the men formed one around them, the men right to left and the women 
left to right. Pearl finally stopped coughing, looked up, and felt her bottom lip become unhinged 
from her top. 
 “All graves,” Pearl said, standing up and testing the extent of her Natchez tongue. “All 
graves,” she said, spreading her arms.  
The Great Sun looked at her and guffawed. He had a laugh like a computer glitch. The 
men and women began locking their hands together as they twirled about. Pearl blinked and was 
greeted with the sight of twenty Natchez couples doing the samba to the cadence of a thumped 
deerskin. Sticking her fingers in her ears and closing her eyes, Pearl braced herself for the rifle 
fire. She tried to conjure up what her great-great-great grandparents, but she did nothing but 




“Ramona Eleadora Senna, 25, of Allen, TX passed away on Friday, May 23rd after a battle with 
cancer. She was born in Sumter, SC on September 18th 1989 to Michele and Alex Senna. 
Ramona graduated from Allen high school and went on to receive a Bachelor of Fine Arts from 
the University of Texas at Austin. At the time of her death she was working on her third semester 
in pursuit of an MA in literature. Ramona took pride in working as a tutor at the University of 
Texas. In her spare time she enjoyed playing bass in various alt-rock cover bands. To help pay 
for college, she worked with childhood friend Pearl Jackson in providing funeral arrangements to 
families in Allen, TX. In a local newspaper article praising their efforts, Ramona said, “You 
know, it should be really morose, but after you just go with it, it kind of surprises you how much 
fun it is.” Ramona is survived by her sister Nessie, and her parents Michele and Alex. Ramona’s 
life, spirit, and accomplishments will be celebrated at an 11am service at Jackson Morrow.” 
Pearl didn’t write the obituary, at least not the one in the paper. She drafted one, but it 
wouldn’t fit anyone’s column. Pearl put the paper back in her bag and turned towards the casket. 
The lavender roses looked nice against the redwood. And the body looked good, too. The chemo 
had spared her hair, and so it was cut short, as she always had it. Thickness ran in her family. 
Both Nessie and Ramona had it, but Ramona’s was straight and Nessie’s curly. Pearl wondered 
if they had ever had the chance to have that discussion. What would she say? How would it 
sound? Pearl had a phrase in her head. “You fucked up.” She said that once. It was the only thing 
that came to Pearl with complete clarity now. “You fucked up.” She was smiling when she said 
it. It was just an echo living inside Pearl now, bouncing off bones and slowly suffocating under 
skin. Pearl wiped her eyes, found moisture. She remembered that Ramona would have just 
shrugged. And so she stiffly brought her shoulders up and down, shutting her lids and bifurcating 
tears as she did so.  
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“Stairway to Heaven” came on over the speakers. That was the choice Pearl was given: 
“Stairway to Heaven” or “Rape Me.” Marcy was leading the family down the aisle. Her mother, 
father, aunts, uncles, college friends, cousins, grandmothers, grandfathers—they were all there. 
So many faces. All of them in flux. They were grimacing, being covered by hands, blinking, 
wondering who exactly she was, looking up, staring down; they were dirty with grief, clean and 
in agony, young and frightened, old and ready; in complete chaos. Nessie wasn’t there, though, 
and her blatant lack of presence nearly swallowed Pearl from the inside out. She took two steps 
backwards and found her spine against the coffin. That strange sound of everyone taking a seat at 
the same time echoed out as Marcy came up next to her. Like a snake biting down on a mouse’s 
neck, Pearl gripped Marcy’s wrist, making her jump. 
“Find her sister, please,” Pearl said through a smile. 
“O-ok, but her aunt, sir.” Pearl followed Marcy’s finger to the fourth pew down where 
Ramona’s aunt Toni was dabbing her eyes with tissues.  
“Don’t point, and I’ll handle it.” 
Walking the aisle with her hands linked together below her waist, Pearl stood over Aunt 
Toni, Bonner going mad on the drums as she cleared her throat.  
 “Aunt Toni, I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 “Oh Pearl,” she began, “you probably don’t remember when you two came to my house, 
and,” she sneezed into a tissue and let a bit of water hit the thin bark that grew from her 
knuckles.  
 “Aunt Toni,” Pearl began, “would you mind stepping outside. We want to make sure no 
one brought anything…harmful to the service.” 
 “What do you mean?” she said, squinting and snapping her lips into paralysis. 
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 “We know a couple of years back you had an incident at your ex-husband’s lover’s 
funeral. You tried to attack her corpse…with a knife.” 
 “I know what I did,” she said. Digging through her purse, she pulled out a pill bottle. 
“Why would I try to do that to my niece?” 
 Pearl shrugged. “I think we would all feel better if—“ 
 “Fine,” she said, as she stepped out onto the aisle.  
One of the workers from the home escorted her out. A couple of heads turned as she 
huffed out of the room. Plant’s vocals reached their crescendo as everyone saw Aunt Toni put 
her hands against the wall and spread her legs. The worker patted her down from shoulders to 
ankles. She bumped shoulders with him as she went to go take her seat.  
“Our shoulders taller than our souls,” Plant said.  
The minister called for a stand in honor of the parents. Pearl couldn’t see Nessie tower 
over anybody.  
“I declare to you, brothers,” Minister Roth began.  
He exploded the end of the sentence so that it caused a few people in the pews to jolt 
forward and drop their tissues, as if they were being called to attention. Pearl had picked the 
minister. A few sobs were coming from the front. The sound of heels knocking against the 
church carpet was carried under the minister’s voice. It was Ramona’s mom, planting her face 
into her palms.  
“Mrs. Senna,” Pearl began, putting her hand on her shoulder. “Have you seen your other 
daughter?” 
“No,” she sniffled. “Probably just late, as usual.” 
“I can’t believe she would be late to this,” Pearl said, trying to turn her face red.  
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“I can’t set my watch to her, but I know she loved her sister,” she said, sliding back on 
the mask she made with her hands and fingers that seemed like scars from her cheek that had 
inflated and thickened.  
“He lifts his voice, the earth MELTS.” A few more people brought their heads up.  
Pearl leaned forward and sighed. “I think it’s important to honor her spirit,” Pearl began. 
Mrs. Senna nodded. “And I’ve been doing a lot of reading.” 
“Well, that seems very like you,” Mrs. Senna sniffled.  
“Scientology.” 
“Oh.” 
“And, well, Hubbard stated that we pass from one human body to the next, but I keep 
seeing this cat around my neighborhood.” 
“Pearl.” 
“And I know it sounds crazy, but I just feel like my friend, your daughter…” 
“No.” 
“Is in that cat.” 
“Pearl, that’s just idiotic.” 
“And although we don’t know her thetan levels…” 
“Pearl,” Mrs. Senna began, her face doing nothing to try and belie the fact that a black 
hole the size of a nose had been dropped in the middle of it, driving everything to center, “shut 
up.” Pearl leaned back in her chair and smiled.  
“I will be exalted among the nations, I will be exalted on Earth.” Minister Roth said. 
“Now,” he belted, making a couple of people come to their feet. “I’d like to invite any and all 
family, friends, and loved ones to say something about the dearly departed Ramona.” 
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 There were a few seconds of silence. Mr. Waterson pushed his daughter Cynthia, 
Ramona’s cousin, up the aisle as she flipped through some pages.  
 “I just want to make sure I’m properly prepared,” Cynthia whispered as she walked up 
the steps.  
Reverberating as it hit the ground, a box was dropped next to the podium. Cynthia 
stepped up, pushed up her glasses, and cleared her throat. Marcy stood up, began frantically 
clapping her hands together, and let out a whistle that brought a couple of hands over ears. Pearl 
joined her, glaring at Marcy and slowing the pace of the beat as she did so. Shrugging, a few 
other people got up and began clapping as well.  
 “I want to read a poem for my older cousin,” Cynthia blushed, flipping through her pages 
again and allowing everyone to take their seat. “Do not go gentle into that good night.” 
Infant wails cut across the chapel. Turning around, Pearl pinpointed it at the Waterson’s pew—
one of the three other cousins.  
 “What did the body look like?” a boy to the right said. 
 “It waaaaaaaaaas,” the girl to the left began, putting her finger to her lips. “I don’t know. 
I’m hungry.” she said.  
The little boy in the middle was bawling. Marcy stepped over to Mr. Waterson.  
 “Ex-excuse me, sir, would you mind…” Flipping his wrist, Mr. Waterson waved Marcy 
off. Shuffling through the aisle, she came up behind the crying one, trying to shush him with her 
finger.  
 “Don’t cry,” she said. All three cousins looked backed and continued what they were 
doing.  
 “Wild men who caught and sang the sun in flight.” 
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 “I-I can make funny faces,” Marcy said, taking her index fingers and hooking them 
around her cheeks while she crossed her eyes and stuck her tongue out. A few heads from the 
pew in front turned around and frowned at her. The middle child continued to wail.  
 “Y-your sister just said ‘gay’ out loud in front of everyone. That’s funny. Not that funny. 
Well, kind of funny. A little insensitive, though…” 
 “Marcy,” Pearl said from behind, placing a hand on her shoulder.  
Something came out of Marcy. It was the same sound all small things made when they 
suddenly found themselves staring up at the heels of a much larger creature, who gazed only 
forward, never down. The children looked at each other and let their mouths come unhinged.  
 “She’s a mouse, she’s a mouse, she’s a mouse,” they said in unison, pointing, the middle 
child’s eyes shrinking and tightening until he had two black calami for pupils.  
 “Nessie,” Pearl said. Marcy shook her head from left to right.  
 “There on the sad height,” Cynthia continued.  
Two cousins, a college friend, a grandmother, and her father spoke. Her mother was up 
now. Everyone stayed orderly. Except Pearl, who kept checking the back doors and had a feeling 
that her heart was made out of Bible paper and a hand was in her chest trying to fold it as small 
as it could.  
“Oh God,” the man next to Pearl said as he buried his face into his hands. He had a 
ponytail. 
“Richard?” 
“I promised I wouldn’t,” he said. “It’s a lot to suddenly remember you were the last 




“How’s your…ska folk band?” 
“We had a good thing,” he continued, wiping his eyes with one of his leather sleeves. 
“She’d come over, our souls would meld in my bed,” Pearl coughed, “I’d play her song, and then 
she’d leave. It was love in the purest form.” 
“I think,” Pearl sighed, “a lot of people envied what you two had. I know I did.” 
“Really,” he said, sniffling and crossing his legs.  
“Yeah,” Pearl gulped. “I used to look at her and think that she was so lucky.” 
“So there is an animal in there after all,” he said, letting his tongue hang—a sunburnt 
salamander scaling. “You know, I don’t want you to be alone Pearl…” A seven inch ball of low 
e-strings suddenly found their way into her throat.  
“I think I see my family,” she said as she got up and walked to the back.  
“I need a shower every time it happens,” Ramona said to her as she sat down. It came to 
Pearl as she put her head beneath the back of the pew and guffawed into the wood.  
“I’m not sure I should get up and say anything,” said a weeping blonde with a white bead 
bracelet that had Greek letters on it—Sakura Kishimoto, a friend from Ramona’s college. “I was 
one of her best friends,” she continued, “”I don’t even know how I could articulate how close we 
were.” 
“How close were you?” Pearl heard herself say. 
“Close. We were sorority sisters for crying out loud. We went ballroom dancing together 
every Tuesday for three years, and she knows about my adoption, which I never talk about, and I 
know almost everything about her,” she said, swiping at the moisture that had gathered with her 
hand, letting the miniature skulls on her wrist shake.  
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“Well,” Pearl began, slumping down to on her seat, “Is it that big of a deal if you only 
know almost everything?” 
“Fine,” Sakura said, crossing her legs. “I know everything.” 
“Really?” Pearl said. “I suppose you know why she hates October 16th, her nickname in 
sixth grade, under what tree in what park she got her first kiss.” 
“Well—“ 
“When she had her first cigarette, what song she likes to dance to at vigils, her height in 
centimeters.” 
“Ok.” 
“Or how she got the scar on the back of her neck.” 
“Fine,” Sakura said, crossing her arms and recrossing her legs, putting herself into a skin 
made strait jacket and shutting her eyes. “She has a scar?” 
“I cut her hair when we were ten. The scissor blade nicked her in the back. I watched the 
wound bleed and started crying. She put a finger to her, looked at the blood, shrugged, and asked 
how her hair looked.” 
Clicks from a cellphone permeated the air. Sakura was swiping at the screen with her 
thumb.  
“And now,” Mrs. Senna began, “I believe Pearl would like to say something.” She 
furrowed her brow at Pearl as she left the podium.  
Coughs, pivoting bodies, and moving heels were the only sounds heard as she walked up 
the aisle. “Has a scar or had a scar?” Pearl thought. “It’ll be there at least for a little bit longer, 
won’t it?” Looking up, she found the stained glass staring down at her. It felt as if she had fish 
bowls for eyes. She gripped the sides of the podium with her hands. An empty cough came out of 
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her, and she opened her mouth to speak. That noise that had come out of Marcy earlier echoed 
through the church. Pearl turned to the right. Clad in black, sun exposed—Nessie was standing 
behind her. Pearl sighed, and then she felt her legs shrink to saplings and her lungs deblossom 
into a bud as Nessie charged towards the podium—a train running through everything in its path. 
Pearl stepped back. Nessie tapped the microphone, sending out a hiss that caused a few people to 
cover their ears.  
 “Sorry,” Nessie began, “and I’m sorry I’m late. I-it’s—being a big sister is difficult. I just 
tried to teach her as much as I could, but I think she was more worried about me, even though 
she was the baby.” A few laughs came from the pews. “I like to think she was ready for this, that 
this didn’t take her by surprise. I remember when she was about seven, she got this little pet 
goldfish.” Pearl suddenly found herself sitting down with her hands on her knees. “She was 
absolutely nuts about the thing. She kept checking the water and the acid levels, or whatever you 
do with those things. I was little jealous to be honest.” A few more laughs came from out the 
pews. Pearl pinched down on the black of her dress. “Then one day it passed, and we had to bury 
it. We used one of my old shoeboxes. Ramona was a mess. I didn’t want to console her; I wanted 
to tell her the truth. When we buried it, I just grabbed her and said, ‘Stop crying. You have to 
learn to be ready for things to die. There’s nothing you can do about it.’ I don’t think it really 
helped, but I like to think it stuck with her, and that when it was time, she was ready, and that she 
wouldn’t have wanted us to be depressed.” There was a thick silence in the room.  
 “That’s so sad,” Sakura Kishimoto said, as she let out a wail that got reciprocated down 
the aisle and through the pews, turning a hundred or so eyes into kicked over cauldrons. Nessie 
grabbed Pearl, tried to paint some running mascara on Pearl’s cheek with her lashes. Once she 
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felt Nessie relinquish her shoulders, she went back to the podium, tapping the microphone twice. 
Glancing down, she saw all the little heads in flux. She sighed.  
 “I just want to say that it sucks my friend died, and I just hope that it starts to suck a little 
less,” she said. But it was drowned.  
The pallbearers lifted the casket. They lowered Ramona to her grave. The minister said a 
few words. Most people left. Pearl watched diggers cover the casket. She went home and 
collapsed on her bed. She woke up and found the sun glaring at her through the window, its 
complacency made taut by thin, arched brows and an upper lip that peaked and fell like two 
conjoined hills viewed from afar. And yet, there was something glimmering in the corner of its 
eyes. Pearl reached her hand out the window to see if she could grasp it. When she woke back 
up, everything was engulfed in red, as if swallowed by a blushing cheek. The sun was a giant 
head wound in the sky. Pearl went outside to her backyard. She found nothing but tombstones, 
jutting out the ground like rotting teeth from the mouth of some giant that had its head severed 
through its lips. She looked up, and she thought. She thought and thought and thought and 
thought and thought. She went back to her room and covered herself in her comforter and cried 
into her pillow. She turned from her bed, took her comforter off, and blinked. Staring out her 
window, she looked for light and found herself facing blackness, purgatory, nothingness. 
Pearl woke and went out to her porch. The spot between her and the opposite guardrail 
never stopped being huge. Dusk was coming down. The last light of the day was being 
swallowed by night. She followed it with her eyes—the descent—and all the while she watched 
the fall, she had a feeling in her bones that there was something approaching, coming for her. 
She barely noticed that Marcy had walked up her driveway and was standing in front of her. She 
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had changed and wore a t-shirt and jeans. Pearl looked down and noticed that she was still 
wearing her funeral dress.  
“You ok?” Marcy asked. Pearl leaned back on her step and lowered her head and shook it 
up and down. Marcy took a seat on the porch. “I-I know a lot about pain,” she said. “Sometimes 
it’s best to share it.’ Pearl looked up; it was nearly black out. She got up, turned around, and took 
Marcy’s hand.  
“Come, show me exactly how you danced with your dog,” Pearl said.  
“Well,” Marcy began with a smile, “he put his paws on my shoulder like this.” Marcy put 
her hands on Pearl’s shoulders. “And I grabbed—“ 
Pearl gripped down on Marcy’s hips and lowered her head.  























I used to think heaven was a place where I would I sit in the passenger seat of my father’s old 
Malibu and eternally traverse across an everlasting Virginia. Dusk would be frozen in the sky 
and fall leaves would forever glide off of trees and stay crisp and crunchy. Alvy would 
accompany me to the beach—desolate and perfect—where he’d dig sand craters and run through 
the shallow end of the water while I watched and ate peanut butter cups from a bottomless jar. 
However, I see now that heaven is far more sinister than anything I could ever imagine.  As far 
as I’m concerned, I’m in a ditch somewhere with my name on it, worms falling out of my nose, 
maggots making an adobe out of my cranium. Maybe—it’s possible—I was birthed into a casket, 
dead the moment the doctor smacked my bottom. And this consciousness I’m habiting—
ascending, reaching new heights I could only climb in my dreams, making its way above the 
cosmos and towards the perfection of God’s abode that I used to see in Tom and Jerry cartoons 
and that my parents told me every dead person, from my grandmother to my dog, eventually 
moved to—is false, a heavenly sleight of hand. But my sight is piercing. In my burgeoning 
career, my renewed love life, and in my health, I see death—and who could live in such bliss 
under a tombstone? 
 It all started, as with most things, with Ezra Bernstein, my boyfriend, and his agonizing 
perfection. Last week, he had an interview at a Pennsylvanian university that was looking for a 
poet to teach full-time. I’ve told him I have no desire to leave the city. The kiss he gave me when 
he got on the train left my cheek like a slap. Alone, I walked to our favorite ramen place on 
126th. All the snow from a few days ago was pushed off to the side, charred black with dirt. I 
might have drowned in the puddles on the sidewalk if I weren’t so hungry. Icicles hung above 
the heads of a few couples waiting outside, but I was so sure they wouldn’t drop down and split 
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open their skulls that I closed the door with a slam when I went inside. Over the music, on my 
for-one barstool, I listened to a group table of two to three couples talk, not their words, just their 
melded gibberish. And laughs, that came to me like a ghost, urging me to recite its name. The 
noodles tasted salty that night. Broth on my lips with no one to wipe it off, I walked outside and 
watched some sleet—a few thousand robes drenched in lamb—fall down onto the street, feeling 
more wonderfully tethered to the Earth and all of life’s beautiful and glorious foibles than ever.    
 Of course, Ezzie, ever the man I always said I deserved, comes back, takes me in my 
arms, and tells me that he got an offer, but wants stay here—with me—like an asshole. To make 
matters worse, there have been rumblings around the university where I work that an opening for 
someone to teach a new literature course (of their choosing) is being considered, and I—an 
adjunct creative writing professor—am apparently one of the top internalized picks. If that 
wasn’t bad enough, as far as I can tell, my family’s health is the best it’s been in years. There’ve 
been no murmurs or whispers of hospital stays or accidents, as if we were all in some sort of 
bubble, completely isolated from everything around us. When Ezra grabbed me, I felt myself 
being carried all the way to the holiest of heights. However, I’m not that paranoid or morose. 
Challenging the verisimilitude of heaven has been a long gestating thought. If I could simply see 
some grand, beautiful, sudden death, the type that makes you gasp at seeing the expelling of a 
dead breath and makes you aware of the fragility and validity of the world around you. Then, I’d 
happily come crashing back down, a smile on my face as I entered the atmosphere.  
*** 
Usually, there’s no reason for me to come to school on Tuesday, as my class is held on Mondays 
and Wednesdays, but I received a vague, somewhat ominous email this morning stating that I am 
to go to my office and have an unspecified meeting with an unspecified person. I like to imagine 
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this is how people who are going to get whacked by the mob must feel. There’s the veneer of the 
ordinary to the meeting, but there’s also a mystery that can’t quite be unveiled, like trying to 
recall someone’s name when you have their face. I can see myself taking a seat in my office and 
then being greeted by three men in the blackest trench coats money can buy. One would point a 
walther at me—small, smooth, and suave like it’s described in those Alan Furst novels—and I’d 
have that smile that everyone gets when they knew there was a mystery afoot and have had their 
hunch validated. I’d fall back in a hail gunfire that rings out like a trumpet from the seventh floor 
of heaven, my blood following the little moats that the raised tiles make. The assassins would 
leave, with one of them—the small one—saying, “What a weird dame.” A small shudder shoots 
through my spine at the thought that it’s something much worse—that it could be for my 
potential promotion. Rummaging through my closet, I take the time to make sure I am probably 
dressed and battle ready for all my hopes, but before I can go off to my assassination/my 
paradise, my dad calls me, making sure that we get our usual Tuesday chat out of the way. 
 “Shalom, Ariel,” he says as a greeting. I roll my eyes at this. 
 “For the last time, you’re not Jewish. You’re six foot black man from Oklahoma. You’re 
as un-Jewish as they get, dad.” 
 “Well, that doesn’t mean I can’t become Jewish.” 
 “No, it means exactly that.” 
 “Nonsense, everyone gets a little bit more Jewish as they get older. Me, your mother, 
you’ll definitely get more Jewish, Obama, Michelle, Putin, the guy who runs the shawarma place 
down the street, Alvy—that dog was half border collie, half Jewish shepherd by the end of it. 
Hell, even Pilate was a neurotic mess afterwards.”  
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And now—thanks to my father—I can see Pilate, hands freshly washed, donning some 
black horn rimmed glasses saying, “Life is divided into the horrible and miserable. Well, those 
were the two categories, but you crucify a poor schmuck, and you have to say it’s the miserable, 
the horrible, and the guy you crucify because you’ve always been a dunce for peer pressure.” 
 “I don’t feel I need to tell you,” I begin, “how all this might offend my Jewish 
boyfriend.” 
 “Oh you’re being dramatic. Tell Ezra to come over here and we’ll throw him a nice Bar 
Mitzvah in his honor.” 
 “I guess you think he’s thirteen.” 
 “Eh, we’ll do something. It’s just nice to hear you two doing so well.” 
 “Who says we’re doing well?” 
 “That friend of yours—Erin. She also tells me you may be getting a promotion at 
school.” 
 “Ah, well I suppose she needs to keep her big mouth shut then.” 
 “Well, it’s great news.” 
 “Yes, yes, I feel like the world is splitting at my feet, like a shark that smells blood in the 
water.” 
 “Well, if you put it like that…” I can tell now he’s taken a seat on his chair and is 
prepared to squirm awkwardly in it. 
 “Well, pop, to put it succinctly, I feel dead already.” 
 “You think you’re dead now?” 
 “Yep.” 
 “And how long have you thought this?” 
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 “Since me and Ezzie stayed at your house: you and mom were away. We came to your 
house on vacation because we’re poor and…” 
 “Hold on, did you fornicate in my house?” He’s probably off that chair now. 
 “Obviously the most pressing thing that needs answering: no.” Yes. 
 “Alright, you were saying, ‘dead already.’” 
 “Yes, and I suppose this talk, filled to the brim with levity, with you, dad, is a heaven of 
sorts.” 
 “Oy, I’ve raised a strange child. If this is a poem, I like it, write it down.” 
 “Sure, alright. I have to go now. I’ll talk to you later.” 
 “Alright, love ya kid.” 
 “Sure—oh dad, before I forget, do you still have your old Malibu?” 
 “Someone tried to key it the other day! Can you believe it? Who messes with another 
man’s automobile—” 
 “Burn it.” 
I click off my phone. 
I would normally take the subway to my school, but the station was nothing but a pit of 
limbs today. I decide to take the bus instead. However, if time permitted, I would have taken my 
chances on the train. In fact, I rather like it as non-functional as it can be. For those brief 
moments, I feel as alive as I can possibly be, as far from heaven as possible. The direct opposite 
of that: Ezra and I in my parents’ house. We went to Virginia Beach on one of those rare, blissful 
days where it’s hot enough for the surf, but you can take off your sandals and feel the sand make 
imprints of your feet, as if you’re walking across the back of some great beast. Ezra sat down and 
worked on a sand made version of the Holy Temple; I was drinking something that was as pink 
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as a newborn and made me want to go out into the water—clean, blue, and reflective as it had 
ever been. Past the shore, past where those little crabs come out, past where all the families play 
in safety—I swam to that certain place where the seagull yelps seem to match your heartbeat. 
Looking back up as I dove down, I saw the sun stripped of its light and authority, offering out 
cascades of light like outstretched arms. Deeper and deeper I went, until it was just a spot, and it 
was how I imagine it would look from the top of the cosmos. I thought I might go deep enough 
to where I could feel the malaise of some dumb sea-fish, plant my feet on a pair of urchins and 
wear them as shoes, and see pearls dotted like asphyxiating stars in the mouths of oysters. And 
then I had a strange thought of suddenly seeing an octopus—a regular Ursula—somewhere in the 
darkness, lit by the traveling aequorin. Its tentacles—long, dark cassock tentacles—clutch my 
appendages with its suckers, going down each arm like thirty buttons. She’d rip off each limb 
with same ease I used to detach my Barbie’s legs. I’d giggle and scream, letting out silvery 
bubbles before she rendered the whole scene in the stasis of her ink.  
Bringing my head up to the surface, free of any confrontations with mollusks, I followed 
Ezra’s voice back to land. We lay on our backs until the sun began to fall and the sky was the 
color of a mango skin, pulled taut across the horizon. A little later, I saw another eight limbed 
monster appear before me. This time it was thin and in the shallow end. Before I recognized my 
lips attached to Ezra’s face and his arms sewed to my back and our reflection in the water, I 
heard dog barks off in the distance. Whiter than a rolled back eye, she ran towards as if she made 
the decision that we were her owners. She didn’t have black spots like Alvy; instead, it looked as 
if he’d been purified. Ezra grabbed the collar and found the name, Uriel, but nothing else. Of 
course the name made Ezra laugh. He never made a joke, but he did note all the material was 
there. We went walking, us three, searching for the owners that Uriel didn’t seem to miss. She 
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had a glide like Alvy, she fetched random objects like him, and she made me laugh when she 
stood on her hind legs just like he did for ten years. She really was quite close. We found the 
owners as they were pulling away from the parking lot. Uriel hopped on a seat next to a girl—no 
older than ten—who stopped and started crying again in a matter of milliseconds. The family 
thanked us and gave us an address where we could visit before driving off, Uriel panting in the 
window, acting like a wave goodbye. And as Ezra and I walked back to our car to go to the 
closest thing we had to a house of our own, I thought that everything that had just occurred was 
the type of shit that only happened when you were dead.  
*** 
The lady in my office is draped in black and holding a clipboard like it’s the deadliest thing in 
the world. Her glasses are those type that curve at the end of the frame like a scythe, and she 
appears to be checking the time on a cellphone that’s tinted in the same dark tones as her.  
 “Ah, Ms. Ariel,” she says to greet me, as I walk in my office.  
 “Hi…you,” I say as I get offered a seat. Unpeeling my jacket and revealing a red 
sweatshirt that might be obscene if you consider a threesome between Spike the Dog, Tom, and 
Jerry to be in poor taste.  
 “Ariel, that’s a lovely name,” she says, perhaps demonstrating a pro-cartoon orgy stance. 
“Your parents must be Jewish.” 
 “Christ no.” 
 “Shakespeare fans?” 
 “No.” 
 “Well, I love The Little—” 
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 “No.” She takes some time to glance over the books in my office and lands on my copy 
of Colossus. “No,” I say before she can open her mouth.  
 “Well, Ms. Ariel, we want to talk to you about the upcoming vacancy in the department 
due to Mrs. Greenwood stepping down. We’re interviewing candidates, and we believe you are 
one of our top picks.” She leans back in her chair, expecting me to burst open with enthusiasm.  
 “Excuse me, miss…” 
 “Oh, I’m sorry. Vandelay, Artemis Vandelay. My friends call me Art.” 
 “Well, let me ask you a question, Ms. Vandelay.” 
 “Sure.” 
 “Do you exist, or are you just a body some higher power has made up to appease me?” 
 “I’m…sorry?” 
 “What is your opinion of death Ms. Vandelay?” 
 “Well, I suppose I don’t think too much about it. I often try to focus on the more pleasant 
times in my life?” 
 “Yes, I hear a lot of people act as foolish, self-congratulating their memories while they 
ignore their looming expiration date.” She wants to write something on her clipboard, but doesn’t 
exactly know how to put it in bureaucratic writing. I push my chair closer so that Jerry’s 
violation is unavoidable. “Practically speaking, Mrs. Vandelay, death is the simplest solution to 
life’s problems. You don’t have to worry about a thing when you’re dead, and I haven’t had to 
worry about much for a long while.”  
Ms. Vandelay uncrosses and recrosses her legs, a thoughtful spider woman knitting a 
web.  
 “Ms. Ariel…” 
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 “Ms. Vandelay…” 
 “This is the type of attitude that we need to whip this department into shape.” 
 “Excuse me…” 
 “Finally, I get to meet someone real. You have no idea how many sticks in the mud I 
have to deal with here, but you’re a shot in the arm. Alright, thank you Ms. Ariel. You’ll be 
hearing back from me real soon.” 
 “Ms. Vandelay, I’m wearing a sweatshirt of a cat, a dog, and a mouse fornicating. 
Whatever test this is, you certainly failed.” 
 “Oh, yes. I love that sweater. What is it? Expressionism?” 
There’s a five minute break of silence following the last remark before Ms. Vandelay 
eventually decides that the meeting is over. As she leaves, I see one of my students, Ms. 
Edelstein—a short, somewhat mousy woman who always pushing up her glasses and has her 
hand eternally raised like she’s trying to reach out to Shiva.  
 “Ms. Ariel, you wanted to see me?” 
 “Yes, Ms. Edelstein, but I meant during my office hours.” 
 “Well, I saw you get off the bus, and I thought you might be going to school, and if you 
went to school, you might go to your office. I wasn’t stalking you or anything.”  
 “No, that’s pretty much what happened. It’s fine, though. Come on in.” She does 
something of a skip and flashes a toothless smile. As she gets out her poem—given to me to read 
before workshop for some reason—I try to remember why I told her to come, but I figure it’s 
negative. They either make really bad or really decent poems from influence I supply. Red marks 
are all over the paper she plops on my desk. Looking at my comments I’ve made, I almost want 
to laugh directly at her face.  
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 “Well,” she begins. “I was a little confused by some of the marks you made.” 
 “Yeesh Ms. Edelstein. If you love the sun so much, why don’t you marry it?” I look at 
the margins where I have counted how many times the word “sun” has come up. 
 “Well, it’s anaphora,” she says, with her mouth hanging open. 
 “No, it’s death by kitsch. Surely you have a more original thought in you, Ms. Edelstein. 
And you’ve diluted all the emotional weight out of the poem. I mean, my dog isn’t dumb or dead 
enough to believe this has anything resembling catharsis.” Ms. Edelstein leans forward, clutching 
her pen like a cross on a rosary. This is about the time when the student, whoever it is, would 
explain all the subtleties that I’ve missed, and I expect Ms. Edelstein to be near rabbinical in the 
explication of her own text.  
 “This doesn’t affect my grade, right?” she asks. “I mean, it’s creative, subjective.” She 
shoots a glance toward me at the end of “subjective.” 
 If I were a people person, or if I weren’t such a conscious corpse, I would have seen this 
coming. Nevertheless, it rubs me the wrong way, even if the right answer will get her out of here 
in a fairly quick manner.  
 “Ms. Edelstein, I reward effort and penalize laziness. That’s the final judgment of your 
grade. Now, you did come here today, so I might raise this from a C+ to a B-.” Her face goes 
pale as I finish dropping the “s,” sounding something like a snake.  
 “A…B…Minus.” 
 “Eh, don’t be so hard on the “B.” A “B” lets you know you’re human, that you’re above 
nothing, that you’re alive and that there’s still something to fight for.” 
 “Have you ever gotten a “B”?” 
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 “No, Ms. Edelstein. I’m not stupid.” She frowns and then lunges towards me, her hands 
grasping onto my armrests.  
 “There is no grade but The Grade. I deserve an “A,” and I’m going to get an “A.” 
There’s just a lovely amount of danger to all of this. I can feel that something has left my 
chest and made my lips form a smile. Up close, there’s a lot that makes Ms. Edelstein far from 
average, and I’m in good view of it all with her face so close to mine. She really has the nicest 
eyelashes—nice, thick palm leaf lashes that sway whenever she blinks—and in her cheeks is that 
pinkish hue that everyone likes. It’s an innocent rage that she has on her face; she’s not the bully, 
she’s the kid that’s been pushed too many times. Of course I didn’t see this coming, but it is 
marvelous to see. I realize—too late to say it was thought out—that my deep stare, my crossed 
legs, and my wry smile have caused Ms. Edelstein to go red in the face. She gets her things, 
gives an apologetic and rather shitty bow, and leaves. As Ms. Edelstein walks out, Erin comes in, 
waving, with her blonde hair pulled up.  
 “Hey,” I start. “I don’t appreciate you talking to my parents behind my back.” 
 She shrugs. “Sorry. Also, I’m taking your office.” 
 “What?” 
 “Some lady said that they want you in a bigger office, so I was given permission to take 
yours. Congratulations,” she says as she leaves, content to let the wound of that word swell. 
A thought: if I give Ms. Edelstein a “B” or lower, there’s a strong possibility she’ll go mad, seek 
me out in my office, and shoot Erin in a fit of blind fury in my stead. Erin’s death is confirmation 
of my life. Erin’s potential death is the type of death I’d gladly shed tears over—a perfect death 
that renders everything obsolete. I harbor no ill will for Erin; in fact, I would love her eternally if 
she died for my neurosis. In regards to the manner of the demise, I’m hoping for something 
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shotgun related. They’re as loud, flashy, and overindulgent as a carnival. I wonder if it’ll actually 
split her in half like I’ve been told. I wonder if her spine cracking will make the same sound 
chicken bones made when Alvy bit down on one. I wonder if I could get there fast enough to 
hold her bifurcated torso, feel her pink cashmere sweater as the blood soaks through, and listen 
to her last words as her body takes a deep sigh, unmolds itself, and regresses back to clay. 
Shotgun Edelstein, that’s a great name to have, too. As I get up to leave, I realize that’s two gun 
related fantasy deaths in my office today. A record.  
 Ezra always needed convincing to do normal relationship bullshit, so it infuriates me to 
no end that he suddenly wants to show his devotion by spending everyday with me. Before I can 
get my jacket off, he’s rung me to let him in. I open the lock and crack the door open. Really, the 
last thing I need is his affection after such a wonderful day. Walking in, he’s all loose energy, his 
frames nearly sliding off his face, as if he walked in with a studio applause.  
 “What do you think George Clooney is doing right now?” he asks, eagerly smiling. 
 “Masturbating, probably to himself.” 
 “Maybe, but I don’t see him engaging in such a normal human activity like 
masturbation.” 
 “Is George Clooney masturbating an image you’d like to have in your head?” 
 “Just to share with you,” he says, as he moves in to kiss my cheek, but I turn around and 
walk to the other end of the room. “What’s wrong?” 
 “Nothing you could possibly fathom.” 
 He rolls his eyes at this. “Or you could just tell me.” 
 I turn my back to him. “It’s just not fair. I don’t see why I should get everything I want.” 
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 “Yes,” Ezra sighs. “I can see how that would be a little trying. A little like Job. No, I 
think you might have it worse.” 
  “Why are you even here anyway?”  
 “Well, I liked this relationship thing so much that I figured I’d try it every day.” 
 “You left for Pennsylvania.” 
 “Yes, I did, but I’m here now, and truthfully, I knew I’d never leave—never leave you.” 
He takes my hand, and I feel my fingers slip into the furrows of his, and as I look down at our 
interlocked hands—fornicating half spiders—I let out a little hiccup of a smile that nevertheless 
shines like the firmament. 
 “That doesn’t have the same ring to it as ‘till death do us part.’” It takes a moment to 
notice how casually I’ve let an atomic bomb slip from my mouth. Ezra is frozen, allowing the 
sun to swipe a broad stroke of light—pale as a white mustard seed—down his face. 
 “Well,” he begins, looking down at his feet, “I don’t see the need to rush, and maybe we 
should wait…” 
 “’Wait’? Love isn’t something you put in a bank to gain interest, Ezra.” 
 “I didn’t know,” he continues, still looking at his feet, with a face so red you could pop it. 
“That you were one for such commitments.” 
 “Oh, you don’t understand, Ezra. I came out the womb with a bride’s veil over my face.” 
*** 
Today, I’m to teach a poetry workshop, which is a job I take a great amount of pride in, but I’m 
also trying to push someone into a homicidal rage to kill someone else for what I guess you 




“Ariel, honey, shalom.” 
I sigh at this, as I am wont to do. “You watch some old movies on TV, get bored enough 
to watch syndicated television, and suddenly your parents think that Woody Allen and Larry 
David are the patron saints of their house. For the last time, you’re not Jewish, you’re a fifty-one 
year old white woman from Wyoming.” 
“Yeah, and you’re a twenty-six year old drama queen who used to eat lipstick when she 
was five, and had a penchant for cuckolding her high school boyfriends with the drying machine. 
What do you know?” 
“Christ, what did I do?” 
“It’s your father, Ariel.” she says, with what sounds like tears in her eyes. “He can’t pee, 
Ariel! He can’t pee!” 
“I don’t know what that means.” 
“He said he thought the brisket I gave him was too greasy, but he went to the doctor, and 
he said it could be anything: stress or…a tumor.” 
“A tumor?” A tumor. A tu…mor. A tumor! A rotten piece of something lodged in my 
father, blackened and heart shaped like a bo leaf, wiggling around spreading death. I’ve 
apparently taken a seat without realizing it. Though I have the oddest, most thrilling sensation, as 
if I’m dropping down from the highest peak, and I feel as though I shouldn’t have peered down 
such a hole from such a great height, but it really is quite exhilarating—the fall, the sky in fast 
forward, the hope of landing on the backs of geese.  
“Ariel?” 
“I talked to him yesterday. He didn’t seem to have a tumor then.” 
111 
 
“Listen, honey, don’t worry about this too much. We don’t know anything yet. It could 
be nothing.” 
“But it could be something, right?” 
“…Yes, and I’ll let you know as soon as we have more.” 
“Alright, please let me know when dad definitely has a tumor.” I click my phone off.  
As soon as I step into my classroom, Ms. Edelstein shoots me the most wonderful look, 
her lens capturing the sun and her frames wrapping around it like a snake, and it starts up a 
modest thump in my head. The seventeen other people in the classroom must think my smile at 
Ms. Edelstein signifies an auspicious start. 
“Alright,” I begin, “were looking at Ms. Edelstein’s piece today.” Papers and folders 
ruffle as people take the assignment out. “So I usually don’t like to start a workshop, but I 
believe this is a special occasion.” I shoot a glance at Ms. Edelstein, who has furrowed her brow. 
“There are ninety-nine beautiful names that we could call this poem.” A couple of students shake 
their head, and Ms. Edelstein lets her face relax for a second. “The simplest name for it, though, 
would be ‘Shit.’” I look to see Ms. Edelstein’s mouth come unhinged. It might as well just be 
me, her, and this headache now. “Of course Ms. Edelstein shouldn’t be upset; she should 
consider this enlightening, and every now and again, we need an obligatory corpse to dissect. 
Simply put, this doesn’t tell me I’m alive. This doesn’t reach up to the highest of highs, where I 
have to tilt my head up to look at it, and I confirm my own position amongst the grounded and 
living. And Ms. Edelstein doesn’t need to drink herself into a stupor or indulge in self-
effacement to come back down to earth. She never reached orbit, she failed. And she’ll receive a 
grade that indicates that.”  White, as if it were wrapped in shrouds, Ms. Edelstein’s head tilts 
down towards the tile. “And that’s why I implore all of you to drop the whole poetry thing and 
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pick up medicine. There’s always movement in medicine. You make one discovery, but there’s 
always another to be found. They’ll cure lupus, but cancer and tumors are rife with new 
discoveries. You’ll never be so deathly content. New maladies swim like marlins, and doctors 
are akin to Santiago, bringing back pieces and shreds each time, but knowing there’s more out 
there. As writers, we’re like Robert Cohn, foolishly and endearingly Jewish, having our Brett 
Ashley and then crashing back down. Sure we can reach that one high, but it’s hard to believe we 
can ever preserve it in anything but sleep or death.”  
Clicks and taps on cellphones and a few grumblings about nothing follow. Ms. Edelstein 
apparently left when I was talking about fish. We carry on with class, and I decide to take a few 
students to my office to help move and for protection in case Shotgun Edelstein is a bit early. 
Moving is a bit easier with some undergraduate bodies in tow, but my headache has swelled 
from dust to a galaxy. I can tell my students know my eyes are watering, but I do want to 
appreciate the Feng shuiness of having a bookcase where some of my favorites that I’ve told 
them about (Bishop, Eliot, Plath, and now Hemingway) are now facing me front ways like 
tombstones. New plastic covers even adorn some of them, so they look as smooth and renewed 
as a painted bone. As I leave, I make sure my name is still on my old office door and that Erin 
has comfortably moved into her new office.  
 Pain is a medicine I rarely get to indulge in, but there’s a relief that comes with each 
sharp thud, whether it’s just something to get over and under again or the last remnants of 
physicality. There’s a funny heat inside me, so as soon as get in my apartment, I open all the 
windows, dress down to as little clothes as possible, and wrap myself in my comforter like a 
sarcophagus. Stumbling down to my bed, I find myself in some type of strange purgatory. Black 
as any sleep I’ve known with as much pain as anyone alive could feel. I wonder if my soul will 
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leap from my breast so it can be cleansed: lathered in prayer, washed in flames, bleached to a 
sperm. Blinking my eyes every now and then, I find small pockets of rest, and I can’t tell if I’ve 
slept for a minute or a day. There’s this clear light in front of me now, though, simultaneously 
producing pure luminosity and a perfect void that mercilessly abates my pain. 
 “You ok?” the light says, before unblurring itself into Ezra’s large head.  
 “Ezzie? How’d you get in here?” 
 “You called me and unlocked the door,” he says, as if it’s something I should know. “Are 
you feeling better?” 
 “Yes,” I say, smiling. “I mean, no. I’m dying Ezra. No, I’m already dead.” 
 “Ariel,” he says, pointing up his eyebrows, “you may be a bit of a Jew.” 
 “Dying is an art, and like everything else, I did it exceptionally well.” 
 “I think you’re being overly—” 
 “I’m dead, and this is a cruel heaven that I want out of.” 
 “Eh, who’s to say you’re not in the Sheol?” 
 “I’m not—“ 
 “Or you’re being resurrected, or your soul is being liberated, getting ready for the world 
to come.” 
 “World to come?” 
 “Yes, yes. There was some flirtation with heaven in Judaism, like when Dylan went 
electric for a while.” 
 “Well, I found a good college, why can’t I find a good afterlife?” 
 “Perhaps Islamic? Your soul is taking its animal form in the interworld.” 
 “What animal would I be, Ezzie?/” 
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 “Whichever horse Godiva rode in on.” 
 “That’s quite beautiful, but it’s too much pressure having to stick to one animal.” 
 “What about the pure land of bliss?” 
 “Sounds like an amazing chocolate bar.” 
 “You’d practice Buddhism until you recognized the nonexistence of the soul, Nirvana.” 
 “Nevermind. What else?” 
 “Rebirth! How do you feel about rebirth? Because the Gitai has quite the loophole in 
terms of reincarnation.” 
 “No, no, no. My mother wouldn’t appreciate having to rebirth me.” 
 “Well, I suppose you won’t take solace in the fact that this is larger than you? I mean, 
really, it’s not so bad dying, honey. At least you’ll have the question to the answer everyone’s 
asking.” 
 “Which is?” 
 “What is George Clooney doing right now?” 
 I sigh. “I don’t know, maybe eating a sandwich with whatever George Clooney likes on 
his sandwich.” 
 “Don’t guess. I figured you would know, ascending and all.” 
 “I didn’t know George Clooney was my top concern in the afterlife.” 
 “Obviously. And eating? I just can’t imagine him needing sustenance, that he has the 
same organs I have.” 
 “Well, you were created in his image.” I look up and see his smiling face, and I feel as 
though I may start. “But I suppose you should be going now unless there’s something you want 
to ask me” 
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 “Oh Ariel, please don’t do this.” 
 “I don’t believe we have anything else to discuss.” 
 “Oh you’re such a child. I suppose this how you act when you don’t get everything you 
want.” 
 “Well, on the contrary…” 
 “And I don’t see why we’re rushing. We have out whole lives ahead of us.” 
 “Well, on the contrary…” 
 “So I guess we can’t be happy because you refuse to try and see it my way or any way 
that’s not yours. You believe what you believe but I don’t see who’s forcing to see it that way.” 
I shrug, and I can’t quite tell if I’ve always had tears in my eyes, or if they emerged when 
I first glimpsed Ezra’s. He gets up and puts his coat on and pauses at the door. Looking back at 
me as he puts his hand on the doorknob, I cross my arms, glance at him, and stare out onto the 
framed blackness of my window.  
“Oh go to hell if you’re not there already.” 
Once the ringing of the slam stops, my head descends back down to my pillow and I’m 
asleep before I can even adjust my covers. In the dream I have, Alvy is with me, barking to go 
outside like he has three heads. He claws at the window, and his tail slithers around the floor like 
a rattlesnake. My parent’s house is deserted, but there’s a feeling I have that tells me that I 
shouldn’t be alone. I open the slide door and Alvy rushes out, escaping into a white light and 
leaving me in a house of dust. Looking through the glass to try and follow him, I only see a 
darkened reflection of myself: the face of a lioness with a look of death. I go out the door and see 
Alvy’s tail wagging. He’s with a couple of Dobermans sniffing at a fire hydrant that reaches up 
so high it creates a slit, a perpetual wound in the sky. Seeing it with my own eyes, it’s exactly 
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what my parents said it would be when they sat me down on the couch and held both my hands. 
There’s a valley of dry bones that holds a collection of grunts and dug up patches of ground, and 
there’s a big farm—desolate and perfect—on a hill. Uncollared, Alvy runs towards it. I try to 
keep up with him, but my throat feels as small as a needle and my head as big as a mountain. So 
I stop and let all the little legs run past me. As I turn to go down the hill, I see that there was 
nowhere else to turn, no other paths to walk, only the absolute nothingness and blackness of 
sleep on the other side.  
Fiery and torrid, the sun comes up red in the morning, beating down on what little snow 
there is left, allowing a patch of flowers down below to break into a yellow spring. Usually 
there’s no reason to go to school on Thursdays, but I get up and I see I have a rather vague email 
that says I am to be in my office in the next hour for a meeting. My school is becoming 
increasingly impromptu. I grab whatever out of the closet, hop on the train, and ascend up the 
steps, hoping Mrs. Vandelay will realize how insane I am. Erin—pink in the torso, blonde at the 
temples—passes me on my way to the office. “You have a visitor,” she says, as she rounds the 
corner. It’s too late when I grab the knob and see that Erin’s and my name have been switched to 
their rightful places, and it’s too late to do anything about this feeling that a bronze anvil has 
landed on my head like a cartoon cat. Ms. Edelstein swarms to me before I can close the door. 
She seems to have acquired a kind of length to her. The pointed hood of her jacket seems to 
stand a good two feet over me, as if she were resting her talons on the backs of lions.   
“You,” she says without opening her mouth, pointing only inches away from my sternum. 
“I’ve been waiting for a long time.”  
“Wow, a whole day.” I wish I could say. My fingers cuff the side of my desk, I lean back 
a little, and try to see if I can choke my heart to stop it from pounding. She appears to be carrying 
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something like a handgun in her jacket that would be small enough to get past security (how was 
she supposed to get a shotgun in here?), or maybe a switchblade, or maybe just another bare 
hand. All the deaths that those things carry sound so grizzly now. It’s too much. It’s just too 
much. And suddenly, I feel the natural nonchalance of already being dead slipping. I use 
whatever muscle movement I have left to lift a smile on my face. I like to imagine if I die, 
whether someone’s just being redundant or I’m being granted and stripped of everything I’ve 
wanted in one bang, I can go laughing, as if to say death is just a fickle fly on a discarded corpse, 
an outstretched hand trying to pull the cosmos down. But I can feel the shake in my arms, the 
tears on my cheeks, and I see in the eyes of Ms. Edelstein, Osirian green and sharp, an 
unyielding judgment descending. Yet the smile holds, and for the first time in a long time, I feel 
utterly and helplessly alive. Of course, it all fades when she drops to her knees and places her 
palm at my feet. 
“I’m sorry,” she begins. “I’m willing to listen now. And I’ll listen to you and only you. 
I’ll do everything, Yahweh.” 
“Yahweh?” 
“Yes, your way.” 
Before I can summon a giggle sufficient enough to shame Ms. Edelstein, Ms. Vandelay 
appears outside, black and smiley as always. Ms. Edelstein clasps her hands together and makes 
a swift exit.  
 “Another satisfied student, I see.” Mrs. Vandelay says, as she takes a position similar to 
mine on the opposite end of the room.  
 “No, that woman was going to kill me.” 
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 “Anyone can see that you’re clearly lying, Ariel. Alright, I’m through playing softball.” 
She removes a strip of paper and scribbles something on it. She passes me the paper. Red and 
scrawly, the note contains a number that so sufficiently dwarfs my current pay that I want to sock 
myself with a boxing glove. Instead, I begin a deep inhale, summoning a cauldron in my throat 
of phlegm, gum, and moisture. I hit my mark, right on the right frame of Mrs. Vandelay’s 
glasses, the loogie blossoming to an asphodel on impact. She doesn’t wipe it off. Instead, she 
scribbles something else on another scrap of paper and hands it to me. Where there was a “4,” 
there is now an “8.” I shrug. I nod. She nods. She leaves. I leave.  
 Alone in a private car on the subway, my mother gives me a call with an urgency only 
she could convey through a ring of a cellphone.  
 “Ariel, shalom, honey,” she says, with the oddest bit of precision. 
 “Shalom, mother,” I say, sighing. “Is dad going to live?” There’s an odd, giddiness in my 
voice. 
 “Well, we took him to this tumor specialist. He’s like this kind of tumor Nazi. He’s strict, 
but he’s thorough, and, well…” 
 “Yes?”  
 “Well, everything’s fine.” Suddenly, I feel myself rising up like a phantom. 
 “Oh,” I say, and I can’t help but imagine my father zombified by anesthesia, buck naked, 
the operating table feeling the coldness of his limbs, while some cancer fascists splits him open, 
letting his blood run red as the Phlegethon, and fishes out some dark tumor that he throws in the 
trash. “That’s great,” I add. 
 “Turns out it wasn’t even a tumor. He had kidney stones. Hold on.” She yells for my 





 “No tumor for you!” 
 “It’s great sweetie. I feel like I can live for another 1000 years.” 
 “A thousand?” 
 “Make it an eternity, and I’m peeing like a damn race horse.” 
 “You and mom talk about urination too openly.” 
 “Hold on, your mother is back.” My father yells for my mother, who yells back and 
finally comes to the phone. 
 “See,” she begins, “You were paranoid for no reason.” 
 “I wasn’t paranoid.” 
 “Oh, sweetie, you were paranoid.” The casualness of this remark as it comes off her lips 
makes my cheeks go red. 
 “I wasn’t paranoid!” 
 “Why are you yelling? Are you mad because this isn’t about you?” 
 “No, that’s not even close.” 
 “You don’t get whatever drama you want out of this and this is how you act as a result. 
You’ve always been like this. You don’t get what you want and you act like a child.” 
 “Well, maybe I wouldn’t act like a child if I got everything I wanted.” 
 “Did you want your father to get cancer?” 
 “Christ, mom. No, I did not want my father to get cancer.” 








 “I love you.” 
 “I love you, too.” 
There’s a nervous energy to me as I walk up to my front door. I feel as though I want to 
vomit, but my body feels oddly empty, as if I’m far beyond food, and yet, there’s an 
unquenchable thirst in my throat. My keys jiggle in and I push open the door. There’s a little bit 
of shock when I see Ezra sitting in my kitchen. He has a spare key, which he might be returning, 
but there’s a feeling like he’s snuck up on me, but I suppose I’m especially susceptible today. 
 “Listen, Ezzie…” 
 “Here,” he says, tossing what I assume are my keys at me, but I see it has a yellowish tint 
in its flicker. It lands softly in my hands. The band is mostly solid gold, but it catches a little bit 
of the sun, pouring sulfur down my window, and it looks as if it might be composed of fire and 
brimstone. “I’m not getting on one knee,” Ezra starts. “I’ve bent enough over you.” 
It’s not heavy at all, but it feels as if it could topple over my hand at any time, so I take it 
and slide it on my finger. 
“And yes, I was afraid, I admit, but with you, I’m only bound to infinity. And I’m ready 
now. I’m ready for my soles to taste the macadam, for my palms to breathe in the brick and 
mortar, to pick which side of the bed we’ll sleep on for eternity, to argue how we’ll tile the 
bathroom, shop for the perfect couch that matches us, to be complacent in the midst of the 
uncertainty of the universe because I’ll know I’ll have you sequestered in four walls.” 
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Seemingly on its own, as if moved by a greater force than me, my body runs forwards 
and my arms swing around him. My lips and his lips, and all the galaxies contained in them, 
meet. I pull back and nod, and bury my head in his neck, my tears going down through his shirt 
and cascading through his buttons.  
“I guess I am Mr. Lady Lazarus now,” he says.  
Ezra’s eyes, shut tight with his lashes making two parallel smirks, are the first thing I see 
when I wake up. Fumbling through the covers, I find my ring, tight as if it’s been on for years. 
My cellphone says it’s four. Turning my head towards my window, the sun is veiled in clouds 
but the heat of its fire is still felt. I get up, put on some clothes, and grab Ezra’s bike keys off the 
table. Yawning and grabbing my hip, he wakes, eyes still smiling. 
“Hey,” he says. “You going somewhere?” 
“Out to find an answer,” I say. “Which way should I take to the Hudson?” 
“Oh it doesn’t matter. Just keep going the way you’re going. Every path leads to it 
eventually.” 
“Alright,” I say. 
“Real quick,” he begins. “What do you suppose George Clooney is doing right now?” 
“I don’t know. Maybe you’ll meet him one day and you can ask him everything, and you 
can undoubtedly confirm that he exist, or that you exist under him.” 
He most likely hit the pillow before I started talking. Kneeling beside him, I plant a kiss 
on his cheek that separates with a sound that would make the staunchest zealot blush. 
Cars honk, people curse, dogs bark, and yet I am untouchable, pedaling like a mad 
woman through the upper west side. Nothing can stop this glorious run. I’m a horizontal 
lightning strike from an inebriated storm. Signs go by at such a clip that I can hardly stop to read 
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them, but the streets I pass linger on for a bit, and I see what Ezra meant. There are so many 
routes to take that I find myself wanting to try and take all of them in and see them extend to the 
other side and past it, from the heights of the Catskills down to all the little variations of New 
Jersey there are. However, I remain fixed.  
Trembling, sobbing, the Hudson’s a long wet scar stretching out in darkness. I place 
Ezra’s bike next to a light pole and hop on the guard rail so that my legs hover above the water. 
As I look down, I feel the light from the sun peek out from the east. Even this early in the 
morning it’s a white and intense light, peeling back the cerberean rind of the night. I see it now 
as an orb coming up on the river, stretching itself over blackness like a ring on a severed finger. I 
feel my hand slipping off the rail as my body prepares for descent. And yet, my grip is as tight as 
it’s ever been.  
 
 
